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Few notions are as universal as the idea of a left-right divide in politics. 
Despite its death being frequently foretold, the left-right metaphor remains 
the most common lens through which to interpret political life locally, 
nationally, and globally. Left and Right in Global Politics argues that the 
left-right divide connects these different levels in a world political debate. 
Interpreting the left-right dichotomy as an enduring debate about equality, 
Noél and Thérien analyze opinion polls and social discourses to demonstrate 
how this debate shapes both individual and collective views of public 
affairs. Setting their findings in a historical perspective, they then show 
that for more than two centuries the conflict between progressives and 
conservatives has structured both domestic and international politics. They 
conclude by discussing the implications of their argument for the analysis 
of world politics, and contend that the left-right opposition is here to stay. 
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This book claims that global politics is shaped and constructed 
through enduring and consistent ideological debates. If we are correct, 
not all readers will agree with us. We hope, however, that each will 
find this journey on the left and on the right engaging and...worth 
debating. 


Introduction 


Ravi Kanbur is one of the world’s top specialists in development 
economics. Born in India and trained in England, at Cambridge and 
Oxford, he has taught at a number of universities in the United 
Kingdom and the United States, and has held various high-ranking 
positions with the World Bank. In 1998, he was asked to lead the 
team that would prepare the 2000/2001 issue of the World Devel- 
opment Report, the Bank’s flagship annual publication, which would 
focus on “Attacking Poverty.” In June 2000, before the release of the 
report, Kanbur resigned over disagreements on the final version. At 
the time, some said that the divergences were minor. The head of the 
World Bank, James Wolfensohn, even argued that it was merely a 
dispute over the order of the chapters! Others suggested that much 
more was at stake and that the United States Treasury Secretary, 
Lawrence H. Summers, was himself involved in re-writing parts of the 
report. 

Whatever the case, the matter certainly appeared important to 
Kanbur. At a conference he addressed later the same year, he raised 
the question indirectly through a discussion of the fundamental dis- 
agreements that underlie global debates on poverty and development.' 
Inside as well as outside international organizations, Kanbur explained, 
there are two broad, contending views on how best to attack poverty. 
The first view rallies most of the economists working in finance min- 
istries, in international financial institutions, and in universities, and the 
second is primarily defended by those, not usually economists, who are 
associated with social ministries, aid agencies, and non-governmental 
organizations. Most social and political actors position themselves in 
line with one of these two standpoints, which Ravi Kanbur identifies 
as “Group A” and “Group B.” According to Kanbur, “Group A” 


' Ravi Kanbur, “Economic Policy, Distribution and Poverty: The Nature 
of Disagreements,” World Development, vol. 29, no. 6, June 2001, 1083-94. 
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believes poverty will best be reduced through structural adjustments 
that promote trade, foreign investment, and rapid economic growth. 
“Group B” contends instead that in a world where resources and power 
are unevenly distributed one cannot count simply on market rules and 
economic growth to alleviate poverty, and must address directly issues 
of distribution and redistribution. 

Of course, Kanbur is aware of the political dimensions of these 
“disagreements.” He identifies all the key actors and understands the 
depth of their oppositions. His very resignation from the World Bank 
was a consequence of this conflict between two worldviews. Still, 
Kanbur cannot find better names for the contenders than “Group A” 
and “Group B,” or “Finance Ministry” and “Civil Society” tendencies. 

Why not call “Group A” the right and “Group B” the left? After all, 
the first “group” privileges market rules and economic growth to 
counter poverty, and the second one has less confidence in the 
unfettered working of the market and places distributional outcomes 
ahead of growth as a priority. Most observers would recognize these 
opposing diagnostics as typical expressions of the left-right division. 
More to the point, these “groups” are not real groups. They constitute 
broad but loosely connected communities of values and ideas. What 
Kanbur sees is not a set of opposing “groups,” but rather the expression 
of intellectual and political traditions that go far back in our common 
history and still matter very much in our collective lives. 

Like many others, Ravi Kanbur may be reluctant to speak of the left 
and of the right, because he wants to give a relatively neutral, scientific 
character to the controversy he presents. Hence, he locates the core 
disagreements not in political ideas and values, but in differences over 
levels of aggregation, time horizons, and market structures. More, 
however, may be at stake in these analytical choices. Indeed, as wide- 
spread and as universally understood as they may be, the notions of 
left and right are not well thought of in the social sciences and in 
intellectual discourse. They seem somehow too simplistic and too 
binary. They also seem too political, bringing all arguments down to a 
face-to-face between two sides, and leaving almost no space for more 
dispassionate, balanced inquiries and debates. Moreover, international 
affairs have usually been understood as a distinct realm, shaped by the 
balance of power between states rather than by an ideological conflict 
that, many suggest, is restricted to domestic politics. And even there, 
in national politics, have not the notions of left and right lost most of 
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their meaning and relevance, in an era defined by widely accepted neo- 
liberal policies or encompassing alternative programs such as the 
“Third Way”? 

This book argues, to the contrary, that global politics is first and 
foremost a debate between the left and the right. This is so because the 
left-right cleavage expresses enduring and profound differences about 
equality, and equality is one of the most fundamental issues of con- 
troversy in any political community. The debate between the left and 
the right changes through time and space, and it does not incorporate 
every possible conflict and event. This conflict nevertheless structures 
most of our “disagreements,” as Ravi Kanbur would say, and it does 
so in a significant and coherent way. To a large extent, it is this 
universal debate that makes contemporary politics intelligible within, 
but also beyond, the boundaries of nation-states. 

The book starts with three claims. First, we believe that the world 
is constructed primarily through debates. This is not to deny the 
importance of material forces, technology, interests, or power relations, 
but simply to say that all these factors become socially and politically 
meaningful through the interpretations that we make of them. Before a 
country, a group, or a person can promote specific interests, one must 
first determine what these interests are, and make them understandable 
to others through discourse. 

Second, we think of politics as global. Debates about the state of the 
world are conducted concurrently within, across, and above national 
borders, in processes that remain distinct but that are also intercon- 
nected and coherent. In other words, the old opposition between 
international and domestic politics is no longer tenable, if it ever was. 
Curiously, although this view of global politics is increasingly accepted, 
not much has been said about the nature and structure of global 
political deliberations. 

Third, the ubiquity and the global character of debates do not mean 
that we live in a cacophonic world, a linguistic free-for-all where 
everybody would speak but no one would listen. On the contrary, 
there is a structure to our disagreements, a vocabulary and a grammar 
that make the process intelligible to all. In this grammar, the left-right 
dichotomy occupies a special place, as the most enduring, universal, 
and encompassing of all political cleavages. 

Global politics is thus constructed through an ongoing debate 
between the left and the right. Indeed, the politics of the world, no 
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matter on what scale, is most often a politics of left versus right. 
Whether they take place in global forums, in international organiza- 
tions, in national legislatures, or in local associations, all our political 
debates are connected to the old, universal conflict over the meaning 
of equality, which divides progressives and conservatives. This is not 
to deny that there are civilizations, national identities, and other 
cleavages that shape global politics. But none of these differences 
governs our debates as thoroughly as the debate between the left and 
the right. Understanding the nature of our disagreements gives us a 
key to apprehend the world, and no key opens as many doors as the 
left-right key. 

The first chapter explains what the left-right distinction means, and 
how it shapes politics. This distinction is critical, we argue, because it 
concerns not only interests but also deeply held values and principles. 
Chapters 2 and 3 demonstrate how profound and significant is the 
left-right opposition. Chapter 2 considers public opinion trends, and 
shows how, all over the world, ordinary citizens position themselves 
along the left-right spectrum, and organize their ideas and attitudes 
accordingly. Whatever social scientists may think of this dichotomy, 
it undoubtedly makes sense to the citizens of the world. Chapter 3 
focuses on the discourse of elites, and presents two radically different 
portraits of global politics. The first is drawn by the right and appears 
relatively optimistic, the second comes from the left and offers a much 
darker picture of the world’s past, present, and future. 

The following chapters turn to history to explain how the global 
debate between the left and the right has evolved over time, from the 
end of the eighteenth to the beginning of the twenty-first century. 
Chapter 4 retraces the evolution of this opposition over the long 
period between the American Revolution and the end of the Second 
World War, which saw the emergence of the modern state system. 
Chapter 5 covers the period from 1945 to 1980, marked by the appeal 
of universal rights and by new world tensions. It examines the rise of 
the mixed economy, the expansion of the welfare state, the East-West 
divide, and the North-South conflict. In each case, we find, the left— 
right alignment defined the opponents and framed their disagreements. 

Chapters 6 and 7 focus on more recent trends. Taking stock of the 
failure of communism and of the ascendancy of liberal democracy, 
Chapter 6 explains that the last two decades have been dominated by 
a turn to the right, both domestically and internationally. In economic 
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and social policy as well as in global development, market rules, 
economic objectives, and efficiency have prevailed over state inter- 
vention, social preoccupations, and redistribution. Chapter 7 exam- 
ines how at the turn of this century the left has been gradually forced 
to redefine its priorities and strategies, just as the right has become 
more sensitive to social concerns. In these years, the left-right debate 
slowly entered into a phase of more open dialogue and convergence. 
Yet, as we will see, this long-standing opposition is unlikely to vanish 
any time soon. 

Finally, Chapter 8 extends the implications of our argument for 
the study of global politics. It considers, in particular, the relevance of 
left and right for the interpretation of emerging issues like the politics 
of identity, the war on terrorism, and environmental protection. This 
chapter also explains how the left-right debate sheds light on the main 
theoretical discussions that confront the community of political sci- 
entists today. 


1 A clash over equality 


On August 24, 2006, the General Assembly of the International 
Astronomical Union (IAU) took a vote in Prague on the proper def- 
inition of the term “planet.” Following years of intense debate, the 
IAU’s decision was far from insignificant. As a result of the vote, Pluto 
lost its status as the solar system’s ninth planet, and was reclassified in 
the diplomatically named category of “dwarf planets.” The dispute 
over Pluto’s nature, which had been raging for years, had become a 
major source of embarrassment for astronomers in 2005, when Michael 
Brown, a scientist working at the California Institute of Technology, 
discovered Xena, a celestial body larger than Pluto. Although it was 
passed with a clear majority, the IAU’s vote did not stop the con- 
troversy between opponents and fans of Pluto. While the discoverer 
of Xena himself maintained that the IAU decision was “the right 
scientific choice,” astronomer Alan Stern of the Southwest Research 
Institute in Colorado — who had sold the US Congress on the idea of 
funding a space mission to the “last planet” — declared for his part: 
“This is a sloppy, bad example of how science should be done.”! 
Given that Stern’s dissatisfaction was shared by several of his colleagues, 
the IAU is likely to reconsider its definition of “planet” at its next 
triennial meeting, in 2009. The “Pluto war” is not over yet. 

To some, the Pluto controversy may seem odd or atypical. Debates 
about definitions, however, are far from unique. There is no scientific 
agreement either on a question as fundamental as “when does human 
life begin?” In Roe v. Wade, the 1973 Supreme Court decision that 
established the right to abortion in the United States, Justice Harry 
Blackmun, who wrote the majority opinion, explained that “when 


 Govert Schilling, “Pluto: Underworld Character Kicked Out of Planetary 
Family,” Science, vol. 313, September 1, 2006, 1214-15; Tom McNichol, 
“Beyond Cool: NASA Cost-Cutters Want to Kill a Pioneering Probe to the 
Ice-Cold Edge of the Solar System. First They Have to Reckon with the Pluto 
Underground,” Wired, vol. 9, no. 4, April 2001, 116-28. 
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those trained in the respective disciplines of medicine, philosophy, and 
theology are unable to arrive at any consensus, the judiciary, at this 
point in the development of man’s knowledge, is not in a position to 
speculate as to the answer.” The Court ruled on different grounds, 
arguing that the mother’s interest should be the first consideration in 
the first trimester of pregnancy, while the state’s interests in protecting 
the unborn would prevail in the third.’ It is doubtful that the progress 
of human knowledge will ever lead to a definitive, universally accepted 
answer to this difficult question. If anything, progress raises even more 
uncertainties of this type — concerning at what point clinical death 
should be declared, for instance. Reaching consensus on definitions 
does not become easier as we move from natural to social objects. 
What is a democracy? What is a just war? What is pornography? Who 
should be counted as poor? Where does Europe end? Is Québec a 
nation? All of these questions are matters for deliberation and debate. 

Controversies about definitions are ubiquitous, in all fields of human 
knowledge, for two reasons. First, reality is not made of categories. 
We make up categories and apply them as best as we can to a world 
that is basically continuous, a seamless web of facts and events.” 
Second, naming something is also taking a stand. “Every name,” writes 
Deborah Stone, “is a symbol, not the thing itself, and in the choice of 
names lies judgment, comparison, evaluation, and above all the 
potential for disagreement.”* This does not mean that our discourses 
are pure inventions, totally disconnected from the “real world.” What 
we say may be more or less accurate, or more or less supported by 
arguments and evidence. It means, rather, that in a social context, it 
matters whether Pluto is considered a planet, and whether life is said 
to begin in the first trimester of pregnancy. 

People always debate about the proper categories and about their 
definitions. We care deeply about such debates because they provide 


2 United States Supreme Court, Roe v. Wade, 410 U.S. 113 (1973). 

3 “Disputes about the truth of classification,” writes Ian Hacking, “precede 
anything we now call science... There is nothing in the world but individual 
entities. Classes, groups, genera, are a fiction.” Ian Hacking, “Inaugural Lecture: 
Chair of Philosophy and History of Scientific Concepts,” Economy and Society, 
vol. 31, no. 1, February 2002, 1-14, p. 5; see also Deborah Stone, Policy 
Paradox: The Art of Political Decision Making, revised edition, New York, 
W. W. Norton, 2002, pp. 378-79. 

Stone, Policy Paradox, p. 310. 
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the narratives through which we see the world, our communities, and 
ourselves. We care as well because debates contribute to change the 
world. As we name and rename our environment, we shape our cul- 
tures and our social relations. In recent years, these discursive pro- 
cesses have been key preoccupations for constructivists, a group of 
scholars who call attention to the importance of ideas and language 
in politics. To further advance the constructivist project, however, 
analysts must better take into account the content and structure of 
social debates, as well as the dialectical nature of political interactions. 
This implies keeping in mind that disagreements are part of the human 
condition. In political life, no disagreement is as profound as the left— 
right opposition. It is to this quintessential political debate that we can 
now turn. 


Left and right in global politics 


The right begins for us much further left than you think. (Edouard Vaillant, 
socialist member of the National Assembly, Paris, 1907).° 


From the beginning of the modern era, the public sphere in which 
social and political debates take place has had supranational dimen- 
sions. The ideas of the Enlightenment, for instance, circulated across 
borders, in both Europe and America. Yet, as the philosopher Charles 
Taylor explains, it is only recently that the public sphere “has been 
imaginatively expanded to include all the (properly behaved) members 
of the global community.”° In this sense, political debates are increas- 
ingly global. Of course, the world public sphere does not encompass 
all possible debates, many issues being mostly of concern for politics 
ona smaller scale. Its existence, however, provides every debate with 
a global connection. More specifically, the world public sphere creates 
a shared background and vocabulary, which helps to bridge local, 
national, continental, and global deliberations. 

Current analyses of world politics note this public sphere, but they 
are rarely attentive to the structure of global deliberations. If anything, 


> Marcel Gauchet, “La droite et la gauche,” quoted in Pierre Nora (ed.), Les lieux 
de mémoire. III. Les France: 1. Conflits et partages, Paris, Gallimard, 1992, 
p. 417 (our translation). 

© Charles Taylor, Modern Social Imaginaries, Durham, Duke University Press, 
2004, p. 179. 
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they tend to assume that current debates lack coherence, compared to 
those that prevailed in the past. Globalization, write David Held 
and Anthony McGrew, disrupts “established paradigms and political 
orthodoxies,” and leaves us without “coherent readings” or clear 
political “responses.”’ This diagnostic is not new. At the beginning of 
the 1990s, Anthony Giddens was already arguing that globalization 
had emptied the terms “right” and “left” of much of their meaning, 
each political perspective being “in its own way exhausted.”®* In a 
similar fashion, Zaki Laidi concluded that the end of the Cold War 
had engendered a “world without meaning,” devoid of clear collective 
projects to debate. In the past, proposed the French scholar, sharp 
cleavages between the left and the right, between the East and the 
West, and between the North and the South gave rise to well-defined 
claims and identities, and they generated coherent understandings of 
the world. With the disappearance of these cleavages, social actors 
would now lack common references, and fight instead over identity, 
religion, and culture, engaging in conflicts condemned to be endless 
and unsolvable.” 

We argue, on the contrary, that today’s global debates can best be 
understood as an expression of the old conflict between the left and 
the right. After all, what is it that divides partisans and adversaries 
of globalization if it is not a left-right conflict over markets, public 
intervention, and social justice? Interestingly, after they announced 
the end of traditional politics as a consequence of globalization, Held, 
Giddens, and Laidi all attempted to define new objectives for the 
contemporary left. Held, for instance, seeks to define a global social 
democratic alternative, to establish a cosmopolitan common ground. '” 
Likewise, Anthony Giddens, who was the foremost proponent of a 
“Third Way” beyond the left and the right, now wants to move 
“beyond where third way thinking has got so far,” and to define a new 


7 David Held and Anthony McGrew, Globalization/Anti-Globalization, 
Cambridge, Polity Press, 2002, p. 2. 

8 Anthony Giddens, Beyond Left and Right: The Future of Radical Politics, 
Cambridge, Polity Press, 1994, pp. 78 and 251. 

? Zaki Laidi, A World without Meaning: The Crisis of Meaning in International 
Politics, London, Routledge, 1998. 

'° David Held, Global Covenant: The Social Democratic Alternative to the 
Washington Consensus, Cambridge, Polity Press, 2004, pp. 163-67; Held and 
McGrew, Globalization/Anti-Globalization, pp. 130-31. 
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progressive agenda for the world.'! Zaki Laidi also has his own 
proposals for a renewed left, better able to address globalization and 
modernity. '* Fascinated by the social and political transformations of 
their era, these authors first announced the end of old cleavages and 
ideas, then identified a new division around globalization, which they 
found insufficiently rigorous, and ended up trying to reinvent the dis- 
tinction between the left and the right. The left-right divide, however, 
may have been there all along. 

Few notions, indeed, are as ubiquitous as the idea of a division 
between the left and the right in politics. In public opinion surveys all 
over the world, self-placement on a left-right scale stands out as 
something of a “superissue,” which “tends to assimilate all important 
issues” and consistently proves to be one of the best predictors of a 
person’s political attitudes and behavior.'* In most countries, political 
life is defined by this dichotomy. The left and the right have distinct 
views on globalization and they have reacted differently to the war in 
Iraq. The two sides also take different positions on nuclear energy, on 
the future of the European Union, and on same-sex marriage. The 
right now dominates in American and French politics, while the left 
has come back to power in Latin America and India. Everywhere, 
newspapers analyze the respective stands, strengths, and divisions of 
the two camps, to evaluate where a country, or the world, seems to be 
heading. 

Ronald Inglehart suggests quite appropriately that the core meaning 
of the distinction “is whether one supports or opposes social change 
in an egalitarian direction.” '* The question, however, may be more 
complex than it seems. Indeed, if there are emotional disagreements 
about what constitutes a planet, one can easily imagine that there is no 
consensus on what exactly are the left and the right in politics. 

Many political scientists actually think that the two terms are better 
left undefined, as vague notions that play useful roles in political life 


"Anthony Giddens, “Introduction. Neoprogressivism. A New Agenda for Social 
Democracy,” in Anthony Giddens (ed.), The Progressive Manifesto, 
Cambridge, Polity Press, 2003, pp. 1-6. 

” Zaki Laidi, La gauche a venir: politique et mondialisation, Paris, Editions de 
PAube, 2001. 

'3 Ronald Inglehart, Culture Shift in Advanced Industrial Society, Princeton 
University Press, 1989, pp. 292-93. 

4 Tbid., p. 293. 
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but have no scientific or even descriptive relevance. They see two 
major problems with the use of the notions of left and right as ana- 
lytical concepts. First, they note that these notions cover a broad range 
of political positions, which change across space and time, and argue 
that any definition simplifies reality and leaves out important move- 
ments and parties. Is it possible, for instance, to find a meaningful 
definition that would draw together Adolf Hitler, Winston Churchill, 
Augusto Pinochet, and George W. Bush, against Lenin, Franklin 
Delano Roosevelt, Nelson Mandela, and Tony Blair? Second, it is 
often pointed out that, even in a given place and time, the notions of 
left and right remain relative. It is always a question of being on the 
left or right of someone. As the quotation from Edouard Vaillant given 
above indicates, political positions are very much a matter of... debate! 
The best we can do, conclude some experts, is to build modest, time- 
and space-specific typologies of various ideological preferences. Doing 
otherwise would smack of essentialism, a perspective that assumes 
phenomena have inherent, distinctive features, which give them their 
true and universal meaning.'” 

This reluctance to define the left and the right is misplaced on two 
counts. First, as even the most prudent authors recognize, the left— 
right division is a genuine social fact that can hardly be ignored. 
Second, the conventional fear of essentialism is misguided. 

Consider, first, the undeniable reality of the left-right dichotomy. 
Social scientists, argues René Rémond, have not invented this notion; 
they have found it in the real practices of political actors, all over the 
world and for more than a century. Observers have repeatedly pre- 
dicted the demise of the division, but repeatedly as well they have seen 
it persist, as the most powerful of all political cleavages.'° This dis- 
tinction can be challenged as a working concept, but it cannot be 
abolished as a phenomenon.'’ This is the case because the left-right 
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opposition is an important social fact, one of those “things like money, 
sovereignty, and rights, which have no material reality but exist only 
because people collectively believe they exist and act accordingly.” '* 
Social facts can be broadly defined as sets of shared memories and 
narratives that shape individual and collective behavior. Abstract and 
constructed socially though they may be, social facts are nonetheless 
real and influential, and they should not be discarded lightly, as vague 
or hopeless notions. 

Understood as a social fact, the left-right distinction can make 
sense, even though its specific contours change over time and across 
space. Such variations are indeed the hallmark of long-lasting and 
widespread collective representations, which endure precisely because 
they are flexible. The power of the left-right division, explains Marcel 
Gauchet, lies in its indefinite capacity to be enriched and renewed. 
This cleavage functions as a memory tool because it is open. It creates 
continuity in histories that are discontinuous and unites political 
families through time and space, in society-wide conflicts that can 
appear perennial and meaningful.'” This analytical perspective implies 
that we need not worry too much about essentialism, the second point 
raised above. Whether a cultural representation exists is a question 
that can best be assessed with empirical evidence. It cannot be 
affirmed uncritically, but neither should it be ruled out a priori, by an 
epistemological skepticism that would “be just as dogmatic as appeals 
to occult essences.”*° History provides the best safeguard against 
loose essentialist arguments. Indeed, the left-right distinction has a 
well-established genealogy, anchored in the travails of the French 
Revolution and in the development of democracy and socialism in 
Europe. 

Before turning to this genealogy, some clarification about antece- 
dents needs to be offered. First, social dichotomies featuring the left 
and the right are much older than the modern, democratic distinction. 
“Wherever one looks,” writes psychologist Chris McManus, “on any 
continent, in any historical period or in any culture, right and left have 
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their symbolic associations and always it is right that is good and left 
that is bad.”*! Early Indo-Europeans and tribal societies all over the 
world have tended to equate the right-left division with the male- 
female distinction, and to associate the right with positive symbols 
such as life, gods, cleanliness, and superiority, and the left with their 
opposites: death, mortals, dirtiness, and inferiority. In classical Greece, 
the same dichotomies held, the right being associated with symbols 
for male, straight, light, and good, and the left with representations 
for female, crooked, darkness, and evil. In the Christian, Jewish, and 
Islamic traditions, the elect are on the right of God and the damned on 
His left. Buddhists see the path to paradise as bifurcated, the right 
branch leading to Nirvana.** Everywhere, noted sociologist Robert 
Hertz in 1909, “the right hand is the symbol and model of all aris- 
tocracy, the left hand of all common people.”*’ The languages of the 
world convey the same message, the words for right generally being 
associated with qualities and the words for left with defaults. In Latin, 
for instance, the terms are dexter and sinister.”* It is useful to keep in 
mind these ancient roots. The idea of some sort of symbolic continuity 
appears intriguing and plausible, although one should not lose sight of 
the distinctive character of modern usage. 

Political debates about social justice are also ancient, going much 
further back in history than the contemporary debates between the 
left and the right. “Right from the time of the ancient Greeks,” argues 
D. D. Raphael, “there have been two, apparently inconsistent, ideas of 
distributive justice,” one stressing merit and deservingness, the other 
equal worth and needs.*? This divergence, as Raphael points out, is 
very close to the one defining the contemporary left-right cleavage. 

The genealogy of the left-right debate as a social fact, then, is the 
story of the gradual and eventually universal association between an 
old, familiar spatial metaphor and a modern debate about justice. This 
association was not necessary. Other metaphors, or a multitude of 
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metaphors, could have expressed the cleavages driving contemporary 
political life.*° Colors, for instance, have often played such a role, 
and they have many of the qualities of the left-right representation, 
allowing a range of positions from the various shades of blue to those 
of red, along with the outlying tints of green, orange, or yellow. Many 
popular revolutions have been draped in colors, from the red of the 
French and Russian Revolutions to the orange of the recent Ukrainian 
democratic movement. In the end, it was the left and the right, 
however, which prevailed as the universal political metaphor. These 
two poor classificatory words, remarks Gauchet with wonder, con- 
densed like no others the passions, the emotions, the ideas, and the 
memories of entire generations, all over the world.*’ 

The standard narrative starts with the French Revolution. In France 
as elsewhere, prior to the Revolution, the main political metaphor was 
not horizontal but vertical. It distinguished three estates, ranked in a 
descending order, from the clergy to the nobility to the commoners.”* 
In June 1789, the Third Estate proclaimed itself a National Assembly 
and successfully invited the other two estates to join in constitutional 
discussions. This illegal act created an unprecedented situation, and 
placed the different orders on an equal plane. At the outset, however, 
the delegates did not constitute parties. They aspired on the contrary 
to unity, and hoped a consensus could emerge out of their free 
deliberations.*” In practice, the Assembly proved unruly and chaotic, 
with few rules of procedure, much noise and interruption, and voting 
by standing or sitting. By the end of August, a pattern had emerged 
out of this disorder, with partisans of the king and of gradual change 
moving to the right of the president, and more ardent promoters of 
liberty and equality to the left.°° Some tried to be independent and 
move around but, as explained in his memoirs by a member of the 
National Assembly from the nobility, in the end one had to “abandon 
absolutely the left side,” where he “was condemned to always vote 
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alone and consequently condemned to the boos of the tribunes.”*' 


Participants and observers increasingly acknowledged the spatial div- 
ision of the National Assembly, and this arrangement solidified as an 
important political convention. 

For most of the nineteenth century, however, the distinction between 
the left and the right remained confined to one institution, in one 
country. It pertained solely to the life of France’s National Assembly, 
and belonged to the technical vocabulary of parliamentary affairs. 
When universal male suffrage was adopted in 1848, French politicians 
and electors spoke instead of a sharp opposition between the repub- 
licans and the conservatives, or the reds and the whites, the two camps 
historically in favor of or opposed to the Revolution.** The cleavage 
was more or less the same as the one between the left and the right in 
the Assembly, but the spatial metaphor had not become common- 
place, let alone universal. The left-right division was not, yet, a 
ubiquitous social fact. 

The turning point came in the 1890s, with the rise of socialism. 
Until then, the parliamentary left was defined primarily by its support 
for the republic, for democracy, and for laicism, against a right still 
attached to the monarchy, to limited enfranchisement, and to state 
support for religious institutions. With the end of the nineteenth cen- 
tury, however, a new left emerged, which was not only republican but 
also socialist. Representative of an increasingly organized and mobil- 
ized working class and tied to an international movement, the socialists 
challenged the republicans, who clung to a /aissez-faire attitude in 
matters of social and economic development. After 1893, socialist 
parties made electoral gains and gradually took over the left of the 
National Assembly, pushing the republicans to the right.*? On both 
sides, then, there were elected representatives who believed in the 
republic and claimed to be on the left. The old republicans had become 
“men from the centre that hard times forced to sit on the right.”°* 
Politicians were struggling to redefine parliamentary labels, in a way 
that could highlight differences between opponents as well as similarities 
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and possible alliances between like-minded parties. In the process, the 
left-right metaphor took on its contemporary meaning, as a permanent 
cleavage about equality, which is sufficiently open to be redefined 
with time and allow shifting alliances, without losing its relevance as 
a collective representation of the enduring conflict that divides de- 
mocracies. More importantly, the left-right metaphor reached beyond 
the French parliamentary arena, to define two perennial camps, two 
enduring political cultures within French society.”? Through the 
socialist movement, this metaphor then spread more or less rapidly 
throughout Europe and across the world.°° 

The contemporary left-right division, then, is less a child of the 
French Revolution than an offspring of democratic socialism. This 
suggests that the defining issue is not democracy itself, or revolution 
and change versus authority and order, but rather what was called 
in the nineteenth century the “social question,” namely the issue of 
equality. Norberto Bobbio, who considers the different definitions 
that have been proposed for the left-right distinction, concludes 
likewise that the contemporary opposition is a product of the late 
nineteenth century and concerns equality. The left, argues Bobbio, 
is “more egalitarian,” and the right “more inegalitarian.”*” Bobbio’s 
definition has been faulted for being essentialist but, as we have seen 
above, this is a baseless criticism. A collective representation as power- 
ful as this one must have an intelligible, enduring meaning. More 
problematic, in our view, is the negative definition Bobbio gives for 
the right, which he understands simply as less in favor of equality than 
the left. 

Consider once again the French republicans, who were gradually 
pushed to the right by the socialists. As champions of the republic, of 
universal suffrage, and of public schools, they certainly were not 
against equality. They were pessimistic, however, about the possibilities 
of changing society through public intervention, and more confident 
in the potential of individuals in a society that would reward effort 
and merit. “Undoubtedly,” recognized Jules Ferry, a republican pol- 
itician who headed the French government in the 1880s, “the fight for 
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life is harsh, and it is certainly legitimate to dream of a society better 
organized than this society of struggle and competition that is ours, a 
more fraternal society; but none of us and none of those who will 
succeed us will ever see even the threshold of this promised land.”** 
Ferry’s equality was the equality of citizens in rights and in oppor- 
tunities, not in intrinsic worth and needs. 

The split between the republicans and the socialists reproduces 
the debate over social justice that D. D. Raphael traces as far back as 
classical Greece. In a democratic society, however, this debate is not 
only for philosophers. It is constitutive of the public sphere, and 
structures politics through and through. This is the case because the 
opposition between the left and the right raises the central contra- 
diction of a new society, a liberal one, premised on the equality of all 
citizens in rights but still marked by profound inequalities. 

Liberal democracies were built in opposition to older, hierarchical 
orders, in the name of equality and individual rights.*” The shift in 
perspective was huge and difficult, because up to then inequality had 
been understood as the natural order of things. The family, the Church, 
social classes, even the animal kingdom were seen as hierarchies 
designed by God. Ranks and places defined a natural order that was 
normal and right, and could only be challenged at one’s peril, as many 
tales and myths demonstrated.*° Breaking with such a social imaginary 
was neither easy nor rapid. To stay with the case of France, it was not 
until the second half of the nineteenth century that universal male 
suffrage and democratic rights were firmly established. Elsewhere in 
Europe, the main advances in male suffrage took place only between 
1880 and 1920. For women the vote came even later, between 1918 
and 1948.*' In many countries of the world, and for nearly 40 percent 
of the world’s population, such basic democratic rights remain 
unachieved to this day.*” 

The first liberal debates, then, pitted defenders of the old order 
against democrats. With the gradual entrenchment of individual rights, 
however, democrats themselves split over the meaning of equality. This 
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division was confirmed and institutionalized with the rise of socialism, 
which gave the left-right metaphor its contemporary meaning and 
contributed to its broad diffusion. On the right stood liberals and 
democrats who believed it was not only sufficient but also best to let 
individuals work their way forward, in a context guaranteeing them 
equal rights and fair opportunities. On the left were those who con- 
tended that equality remained an illusion without collective institutions 
assuring truly equal opportunities and minimally equal conditions 
for all. 

Although there was some continuity and various alliances, the 
modern right was not simply a new incarnation for old conservatives 
clinging to a bygone hierarchical order. It was first and foremost a 
liberal right, which also claimed to be on the side of equality, the 
equality of right-bearing citizens free to pursue happiness and eco- 
nomic success and to accumulate wealth for themselves and for their 
children, without undue interference from the state. Less concerned by 
unachieved potential, unmet needs, and social solidarity than the left, 
this liberal right nevertheless defined a moral position, which was not 
simply backward looking or self-interested. The modern right was 
not, Bobbio notwithstanding, “inegalitarian.” It was, shall we say, 
differently egalitarian. 

Consider, for instance, the American debate on affirmative action. 
This controversy, which is an instance of the broader left-right debate, 
does not pit the promotion of equality against the defense of self- 
interest or, worse, of inequality. It opposes two contending con- 
ceptions of equality, both solidly anchored in the liberal tradition. 
Affirmative action’s detractors argue that in hiring and admission 
decisions, only decisions based on merit offer a fair and equal treat- 
ment to all. Taking race into consideration appears to them as haz- 
ardous, given the difficulty of defining race, and can even be seen as an 
insidious form of racism. It is thus in the name of equality that these 
opponents reject affirmative action. On the other side, affirmative 
action supporters agree that equal treatment and merit are important, 
but they consider that American history has left a legacy of discrim- 
ination that weighs heavily against minority candidates. They also 
point to a number of exceptions to the neutral rules advocated by 
opponents of affirmative action, exceptions that do not seem to clash 
with these opponents’ “color-blind” conception of fairness. The child- 
ren of alumni, major donors, or well-known people, for instance, are 
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often given preference in college admissions.*’ Supporters of affirmative 
action appeal to a more demanding conception of equality, one that 
considers not only the rules governing a presumably level playing- 
field, but also the conditions under which the players may reach this 
field, or not. The two sides claim the high moral ground of equality, 
but in different ways. 


Contrasting worldviews 


The contemporary opposition between the left and the right is thus a 
conflict over the meaning of equality in a modern, predominantly lib- 
eral society. This is not a conflict about modernity as such, opposing 
reaction and progress, but rather a conflict within modernity, on the 
manner in which shared principles should be implemented, not only in 
a country but also in the world. 

This is the distinction that one of the founders of modern neoliberal 
thought, Friedrich A. von Hayek, had in mind when he wrote 
emphatically that he was not a conservative but a liberal, because he 
advocated principled social transformations. The conservative atti- 
tude, complained Hayek, is backward looking and dominated by “a 
fear of change, a timid distrust of the new as such, while the liberal 
position is based on courage and confidence, on a preparedness to let 
change run its course even if we cannot predict where it will lead.” 
In the fight against collectivism, he explained, liberals “cannot be 
content with simply helping to apply the brake.” They must propose 
principles, a direction, and avenues for change.** 

Aren’t conservatives nevertheless on the right of the political 
spectrum? Yes, because, in practice, they share the skepticism expressed 
by a liberal like Jules Ferry, and the distrust of public intervention of 
someone like Hayek. The point is simply that conservatism, or a 
preference for the status quo, is not what distinguishes most clearly 
the right from the left.*? Margaret Thatcher, for instance, one of the 
most important right-wing politicians of our era, meant to transform 
Britain in a radical way, not to preserve its established institutions 
and practices. 
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Further distinctions could be outlined for a number of other terms 
and ideas associated in one way or another with the left and the right. 
George Lakoff, for instance, a specialist in linguistics and cognitive 
science, suggests that parents on the right and on the left do not have 
the same views about raising children. Parents on the right would 
be guided by a “strict father” model, which would privilege rules, 
authority, self-discipline, and self-reliance. Parents on the left would 
follow instead a “nurturant parent” model, stressing empathy, respect, 
communication, personal fulfillment, and the exploration of a range 
of ideas and experiences.*° These models correspond to distinct views 
about society. In the “strict father” perspective, life is difficult and 
competitive, and children must build character, so as to sink or swim 
by themselves. The struggle for survival is tough, but it is also moral, 
because it rewards the most deserving. Victims of external disasters 
caused by nature or accidents should thus be helped, but persons who 
are in trouble by their own fault must accept the consequences of their 
irresponsibility, otherwise they will never learn to discipline them- 
selves. The “nurturant parent” worldview stresses instead empathy, 
open-mindedness, and cooperation. Personal fulfillment comes in this 
case with the development of social ties, in a spirit of respect, fairness, 
and interdependence. Helping others does not hurt them and does not 
distort critical social mechanisms. On the contrary, mutual support 
reinforces social trust and happiness for all.*” 

Lakoff’s focus on family metaphors highlights important founda- 
tions of the left-right debate, with examples that are typical of con- 
temporary American debates. To some extent country-specific, his 
analysis is nevertheless extremely useful in pointing to the moral 
character of the universal debate between the left and the right. The 
“strict father” model is indeed very close to the values generally asso- 
ciated with nineteenth-century social Darwinism. On the opposite 
side, and closer to us, consider how left-of-centre Bill Clinton explains 
how he was raised, by his uncle, aunts, and grand-parents, to believe 
“that no one is perfect but most people are good; that people can’t be 
judged only by their worst or weakest moments...Perhaps most 
important, I learned that everyone has a story — of dreams and 
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nightmares, hope and heartache, love and loss, courage and fear, 
sacrifice and selfishness.”*° Empathy, respect, and communication 
prevailed here over the struggle for survival. 

People on the left and on the right promote different standards of 
equality precisely because they have different views about human 
nature and society, different expectations about life in a community. 
These contrasting views are constitutive of the modern political debate, 
and were articulated from the very beginning by philosophers like 
Thomas Hobbes and John Locke on one side, and Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau, Karl Marx, and Friedrich Engels on the other. 

Thomas Hobbes, who wrote his Leviathan (1651) during the 
English Civil Wars, was pessimistic about human nature, which he 
saw as governed by competition, envy, and fear. Without a strong 
authoritarian government, humans were condemned to live in a per- 
manent state of war, “where every man is enemy to every man.” In 
such a violent state of nature, men would be unable to produce, invest, 
invent, or create, and their life would remain “solitary, poor, nasty, 
brutish, and short.”*” More moderate, John Locke nevertheless con- 
verged with Hobbes in favoring a state strong enough to protect 
individual property, in his view the cornerstone of individual auton- 
omy, which would be threatened without laws and legal institutions.” 
Jean-Jacques Rousseau, on the contrary, saw human nature as intrin- 
sically good and compassionate, and property as usurpation and 
theft, the source of all that is corrupt in society: “you are undone,” he 
affirmed in his 1754 discourse on the origin of inequality among men, 
“if you once forget that the fruits of the earth belong to us all, and the 
earth itself to nobody.”°' Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels likewise 
associated inequality and alienation with the division of labor and 
with the rise of private property, even though they were less sanguine 
about a primitive stage that remained limited by scarcity and “sur- 
rounded by superstition.” The distribution of labor and its products in 
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the family, they wrote in The German Ideology, very early established 
a form of “latent slavery.” Only communism on a world-scale, in a 
modern context of abundance, could do away with the alienation 
associated with “the consolidation of what we ourselves produce into 
an objective power above us, growing out of our control, thwarting 
our expectations, bringing to naught our calculations.”°* 

Like Hobbes and Locke, those on the right tend to be pessimistic 
about human nature, about the fight for life, and about the possibil- 
ities of progress through collective action or public intervention. At 
best, they think, such interventions will be ineffective. At worst, they 
will create perverse incentives or be captured by special interests 
seeking privileges. The ideal for them is to let individuals use their 
talents and their drive to succeed, so as to assure economic growth and 
social progress, which in the end will benefit all of society. The state’s 
primary role, in this context, is to protect individuals and their 
property, in a society that remains potentially dangerous, greed and 
envy being indelible features of human nature. 

For the left, human nature is, on the contrary, a source of optimism, 
each person being seen as fundamentally good and compassionate. 
Problems start with the organization of society, which creates 
inequality and may corrupt character. This implies that only collective 
and public solutions can provide adequate responses to social ills. 
Insecurity, here, is associated less with threats to individuals and their 
property than with the always uncertain fate of vulnerable persons, in 
a society driven by competition. The state must of course prevent 
violence and theft, prevention being preferable to punishment, but it 
should also create equal opportunities, offer protection against social 
risks, and redistribute income, to counter the perils associated with a 
market economy.°° 

In a tongue-in-cheek comment, Canadian philosopher Joseph Heath 
contrasts these opposite views of human nature by proposing that 
each side endures its peculiar kind of unthinking militants. The left, he 
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writes, attracts “bleeding hearts,” persons “who have never met a claim 
to victimhood that does not cry out for redress and compensation,” 
and seem “temperamentally incapable of saying no to the underdog.” 
The right, on the other hand, must deal with “jerks,” who want to cut 
taxes and social programs “simply because they don’t care about 
anybody but themselves,” are unabashedly self-interested, and “may 
even have a mean streak.”°* 

More broadly, one could identify a vast array of cultural attitudes 
and predispositions associated with being on the left or on the right. 
“Le ski,” cries a woman played by Emmanuelle Béart in a 2004 
French movie, “c’est de droite!” Skiing is right-wing.°° Béart’s char- 
acter refers to downhill skiing, an expensive sport that requires fancy 
equipment and is practiced in highly organized and commercial set- 
tings. She does not say so, but Nordic and backcountry skiing may 
have more of a leftist touch. For Margaret Thatcher, buses were 
apparently collectivist, left-wing contraptions. “A man,” she said, 
“who, beyond the age of 26, finds himself on a bus can count himself 
as a failure.”°° Jean Jaélic, a little-known French conservative who 
wrote a book on the right in the early 1960s, proposed an entire 
classification of characteristics of the left and of the right. In his view, 
for instance, soup, mountain hiking, and the morning were discip- 
lined, rigorous right-wing preferences, whereas aperitifs, beach holi- 
days, and the afternoon were lax, frivolous left-wing inclinations.°’ 
More recently, a French survey found that people who identify with 
the right tend to buy Peugeot cars whereas those on the left are more 
likely to choose Renault, a formerly state-owned enterprise.’® Much 
could be said about the political relevance of such categorizations 
but, as we will show in Chapter 2, public opinion surveys do indicate 
significant relationships between political orientations and cultural 
attitudes. One should keep in mind, however, that Italians have not 


54 Joseph Heath, “The Last Word: Thoughts on a United Right,” Policy Options, 
vol. 25, no. 1, December 2003-January 2004, 116 (www.irpp.org). 

°° The movie is A boire, by Marion Vernoux (France, 2004). 

°° Margaret Thatcher (1986), quoted in the Wikipedia Free Encyclopedia (http:// 
en.wikiquote.org/wiki/Margaret_Thatcher). 

%7 Jean Jaélic, La droite, cette inconnue, Paris, Les sept couleurs, 1963, p. 129. 

58 Ludovic Hitzmann, “Election présidentielle francaise: La gauche aime Renault, 
la droite Peugeot,” La Presse (Montréal), May 7, 2007. The most right-wing 
French prefer Ford cars! 
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been able yet to solve the heated controversy over the right- or left- 
wing character of Nutella!°” 

On one side, then, we have the right, which is pessimistic about 
human nature, sees life as a tough competition among individuals, 
seeks security against the ever-present possibility of violence, and 
defines equality in terms of personal rights. On the other side is the 
left, which is more optimistic about humanity, considers that com- 
munities can successfully cooperate, wants the state to protect people 
against social risks, and hopes to achieve what it sees as real equality. 

Expectations differ accordingly. Given its pessimistic outlook on 
human motivations and collective potential, the right tends to be 
satisfied with the state of the world. Considering where we started and 
where we could be, possibly back in a Hobbesian state of nature, life 
is not so bad after all. In any case, trying collectively to do too much is 
likely to fail and to create, in the process, all kinds of “perverse 
effects.”°° At the end of the 1980s, American economist John Kenneth 
Galbraith described his country, governed for a decade by the right, as 
driven by a “culture of contentment.”°! The left, on the contrary, is 
ever unsatisfied, even when it is in power. Confident in the potential of 
all human beings and in our societies’ capacity to transform them- 
selves for the better, leftists tend to find progress too timid and too 
slow. This is why the adjective “critical” is often understood as just 
another word for left. 

What about authority? Many authors argue that, being more con- 
cerned by violence and insecurity and more positive about hierarchies 
based on merit, the right is also more likely to be authoritarian than 
the left.°* Favorable to discipline and law and order, the right would 
be more tolerant of strong leaders. This may be true, but one should 
recognize that authoritarian, even violent, tendencies also exist on the 
left, as the history of communism makes perfectly clear. The cleavage 
over authority is simply not the decisive one. 


5? Bric Jozsef, “De gauche ou de droite, le Nutella?,” Le Devoir (Montréal), 
February 4, 2005, p. Al. 

© Albert O. Hirschman, The Rhetoric of Reaction: Perversity, Futility, Jeopardy, 
Cambridge, MA, Harvard University Press, 1991. 

6! John Kenneth Galbraith, The Culture of Contentment, Boston, Houghton 
Mifflin, 1992. 

© See Roger Eatwell, “The Rise of ‘Left-right’ Terminology: The Confusions of 
Social Science,” in Eatwell and O’Sullivan (eds.), The Nature of the Right, 
pp. 51-52. 
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Figure 1.1 The left, the right, authority, and liberty 


Source: adapted from Hans Eysenck.°° 


One way to integrate the fact that both sides of the political spec- 
trum may harbor authoritarian elements is to treat the authority— 
liberty opposition as a secondary axis of differentiation, cutting 
vertically across the left-right horizontal axis. Such a representation, 
which creates four possible positions, was proposed by psychologist 
Hans Eysenck in the early 1950s. In this perspective, presented in 
Figure 1.1, the left can be authoritarian or liberal (going from com- 
munists to social-democrats), and so can the right (with fascists at one 
end, and conservatives, liberals, and Christian-democrats at the 
other).°* Eysenck’s distinction is useful in underlining the fact that no 
side has the monopoly of authoritarian tendencies. His spatial model 
also allows one to see that a variety of positions are possible, from 
moderate centrist stances, to more extreme ones. 

Interestingly, in European history, both communist and fascist 
extremists entered the political arena by claiming that they were 
neither from the left nor from the right. They constituted radical 
alternatives, in rupture with the established debates about the mean- 
ing and promises of liberalism.°°? The choice between the parliamen- 
tary right and the parliamentary left, said French communist leader 
Maurice Thorez in 1934, was merely a choice between “cholera and 


© Hans Eysenck, The Psychology of Politics, London, Routledge, 1954, p. 110. 
4 Eatwell, “The Rise of ‘Left-right’ Terminology,” pp. 42-3. 
°5 Gauchet, “La droite et la gauche,” pp. 427-28 and 431. 
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the plague.”°° In the end, one should recognize that both sides may 
engender authoritarian forces. Left-wing authoritarianism is usually 
legitimated in the name of equality and of people’s democracy; right- 
wing authoritarianism in the name of security, order, and tradition. 
The left-right cleavage, then, is a powerful social fact, an ideological 
division that has coherence and that holds because people collectively 
believe in its significance and act accordingly. This conflict, which 
gradually became universal around the beginning of the twentieth 
century, opposes two views of human nature and two conceptions of 
equality, and it shapes many cultural traits as well as most of the 
world’s political debates. In constant evolution, the left-right duality is 
constructed by a variety of agents, be they individuals, groups, move- 
ments, parties, or states. It also constitutes these agents, contributing to 
define their identities and to situate them more or less in opposition or 
in alliance with other social actors. The left-right metaphor structures 
the primary cleavage through which, together, we debate the world. 


Isn’t global politics more complex? 


Many readers may object that a single ideological cleavage cannot a 
world make, and they would be right. A number of issues unrelated or 
weakly related to the left-right division fuel political debates. Our 
point is simply that no other question tells us as much as this one 
about the conflicts governing our societies. Let us consider, briefly, a 
number of plausible counter-arguments. 

First, some would reject the very idea of reducing world debates to 
two master narratives, arguing that this analytic choice is simplistic, 
reductive, and possibly inimical to democratic debates, best premised 
on diversity. Against this objection, we can only bring back the classical 
response of René Rémond, who agreed that the left-right duality 
simplified reality, but noted that this was how social actors under- 
stood politics.°” In general, humans tend to represent the world with 
binary classifications and polar opposites, and it is hardly surprising 
that politics is also understood in dichotomous terms, with one 


°6 A few months later, Thorez joined in a “Popular Front” with other parties of 
the left. Thorez is quoted in Gauchet, “La droite et la gauche,” p. 428 (our 
translation). 

°? Rémond, Les droites en France, p. 29. 
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dichotomy prevailing over all others.°* From a scientific point of view, 
such classifications may appear insufficient but, in the social world, 
they constitute powerful representations. As such, they are important 
social facts. 

Second, as mentioned above, attempts to define the left-right 
opposition are often seen as essentialist, because both terms actually 
change in meaning across time and space. These notions would be, so 
to speak, empty vessels ready to convey different material depending 
on the context. Again, this is largely true. Left and right are relative 
notions that take on different meanings according to the circum- 
stances. These terms, however, also have a history, anchored in the 
development of liberal democracy, and as such they have an enduring 
significance, which most people across the world perceive easily. 
However difficult to pin down and define, the left-right cleavage looks 
like common sense to most citizens. Nobody hesitates, polls regularly 
demonstrate, when it comes to placing a party or a well-known public 
figure on the left or on the right. There is this little something, this 
“je ne sais quoi” that says it all.°’ The left-right opposition may 
pertain to the type of understanding that philosopher Michael Polanyi 
calls tacit knowledge, “the things people know but cannot put into 
words, much less formulate as rules.””” The distinction is no less 
operative as a source of political mobilization. 

Third, it has been repeatedly argued over the years that the left— 
right cleavage was a fading division, gradually superseded by other 
oppositions, more relevant for our era. Over time, various authors 
have talked about the end of ideology or of history, the new cleavages 
of post-industrial society, the rise of post-materialism, the emergence 
of the women’s movement or of green politics, the fragmentation of 
politics into issue-oriented conflicts, or the predominance of person- 
ality and electoral marketing over traditional partisan divisions, all 
these hypotheses converging to predict the demise of the old battle lines, 
born in the nineteenth century. For one thing, the left-right cleavage 


8 Laponce, Left and Right, pp. 14-23; McManus, Right Hand, Left Hand, p. 36; 
Bobbio, Left and Right, pp. 1-2. 

e2 Maxime Dury, La droite et la gauche: les lois de la représentation politique, 
Paris, Editions Eska, 2001, pp. 16-17. 

7° Stone, Policy Paradox, p. 290-91. To illustrate the notion, Deborah Stone gives 
the example of Supreme Court Justice Potter Stewart who said about obscenity: 
“T can’t define it but I know it when I see it.” 
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has never been the sole dimension of political life. In Europe, for 
instance, cleavages between Catholics and Protestants, and between 
urban and rural areas have played a distinctive role alongside the 
dominant class cleavages that fueled the debate between socialist and 
conservative parties.’' The existence of other cleavages, however, did 
not imply that the left-right division was not operative. It simply 
made its translation into discourse and institutions more complex, 
giving rise to hybrid species such as Christian-democratic or agrarian 
parties. The same is true today. The issues and cleavages of the day 
tend to be incorporated into the core left-right dichotomy, by voters 
who read them through familiar lenses, and by candidates and parties 
who have good strategic reasons to integrate rising preoccupations 
into their programs.’* Even scholars who speak of emerging political 
cleavages around new values acknowledge that these “new” cleavages 
remain deeply anchored in the left-right division, and sometimes slip 
into calling the “new” social forces at work the “new left” and the 
“new right.””> 

Fourth, many internationalists would counter that world politics is 
a distinct realm, a system where power rules and in which ideological 
debates about equality play little role. For realism, the dominant 
school of thought in international relations, domestic politics and 
ideologies have less importance than systemic factors, and the pre- 
vailing balance of power best explains the behavior of states. Countries 
go to war because of security interests, not because they are motivated 
by ideas from the left or from the right. Classical in the study of 
international relations, this standpoint has been a subject of debate for 
years, and these debates cannot be addressed, let alone settled, here. 
Two arguments can nevertheless be advanced. The first is that even 


7! Seymour Martin Lipset and Stein Rokkan, “Cleavage Structures, Party Systems, 
and Voter Alignments: An Introduction,” in Seymour Martin Lipset and Stein 
Rokkan (eds.), Party Systems and Voter Alignments, New York, Free Press, 
1967, pp. 1-64. 

7 Jacques Thomassen and Hermann Schmitt, “Policy Representation,” European 
Journal of Political Research, vol. 32, no. 2, October 1997, 165-84; Herbert 
Kitschelt, The Transformation of European Social Democracy, Cambridge 
University Press, 1994. 

73 Ronald Inglehart, Culture Shift in Advanced Industrial Society, pp. 292-300; 
Russell J. Dalton, Democratic Challenges, Democratic Choices: The Erosion of 
Political Support in Advanced Industrial Democracies, Oxford University 
Press, 2004, p. 144. 
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realists recognize that ideas and internal politics matter. Their claim 
is simply that they are not the main explanatory factor at work.”* On 
our part, we do not argue that the left-right debate, or any debate, 
explains everything. We simply contend that debates matter and that, 
on a global scale, no debate matters as much as this one. The second 
argument is that there are many international developments that realism 
explains poorly, in particular with respect to international cooperation, 
the capacity of advanced democracies to compete in a peaceful way, 
and the ongoing progress of international institutions.”> To account for 
such phenomena, approaches more sensitive to the role of domestic 
forces are likely to be helpful. In this perspective, several studies have 
established that, in democratic countries at least, foreign policy is 
largely driven by partisan preferences. As Brian Rathbun observed, “the 
values that parties represent in domestic politics... are often the values 
underlying their foreign policy as well.”’° Quite predictably, the left- 
right cleavage that is so central at home has ramifications abroad. It 
has been noted, for instance, that leftist governments tend to be more 
favorable to antimilitarism, humanitarianism, and multilateralism.”” 
One should thus accept that, even in the international arena, shared 
norms and ideas contribute to shape the behavior of states. 

A fifth counter-argument would emphasize the importance of civ- 
ilizations and portray the left-right division as a Western imposition, 
which in many countries remains at best an artificial importation, 
without deep cultural or social roots. The best advocate of such a 
position is Samuel Huntington, who argues that the defining conflicts 


74 For a classic statement, see Kenneth N. Waltz, Man, the State, and War: 


A Theoretical Analysis, revised edition, New York, Columbia University Press, 
2001. 

G. John Ikenberry, After Victory: Institutions, Strategic Restraint, and the 
Rebuilding of Order after Major Wars, Princeton University Press, 2001, p. 13. 
Brian C. Rathbun, Partisan Interventions: European Party Politics and Peace 
Enforcement in the Balkans, Ithaca, Cornell University Press, 2004, p. 2. 
Ibid., pp. 21-22; Brian C. Rathbun, “Hierarchy and Community at Home and 
Abroad: Evidence of a Common Structure of Domestic and Foreign Policy 
Beliefs in American Elites,” Journal of Conflict Resolution, vol. 51, no. 3, June 
2007, 379-407. 

Thomas Risse, “‘Let’s Argue!’: Communicative Action in World Politics,” 
International Organization, vol. 54, no. 1, Winter 2000, 1-39; Harald Miiller, 
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of the years to come will not be over ideology or economic interests, 
but rather over cultural differences, between the West and Islamic 
countries in particular.’ This idea of clashing civilizations is appealing 
because it is a huge and simple representation, which allows one to 
paint a big picture with only a few strokes. Intellectuals on the right, 
notably, have acclaimed a view stressing distinct traditions more than 
universal traits, and force and insecurity more than cooperation and 
distribution. On the left, on the contrary, this pessimistic worldview 
has been broadly denounced. Whatever the case, Huntington’s per- 
spective neglects the critical differences that remain within countries 
sharing cultural characteristics. It overlooks the fact that, all over 
the world, no matter in what “civilization,” social and political actors 
disagree about the course their country should take. These divisions, 
we believe, are most often organized along the left-right dimension. In 
the end, however, this is primarily an empirical question. As we will 
show in the coming chapters, there are good reasons to suggest that 
the politics of left and right is truly global, which easily cuts across 
cultures and civilizations. 

Finally, one could contend that the idea of a global political clash 
over equality is not so much wrong as trivial. Everyone knows, this 
argument would go, that the left and the right are perennial political 
categories, and there is not much to conclude from a statement of the 
obvious. The previous paragraphs suggest on the contrary that the 
left-right argument is far from uncontroversial. While it is true that 
most people have a good grasp of the opposition between the left and 
the right, this is not always the case for social scientists, except per- 
haps when they think as citizens. In political science, for example, the 
idea of a basic conflict between two competing worldviews has often 
been neglected as too vague and too normative. The politics of left and 
right may appear transparent to citizens and militants, but it has not 
yet entered the world of the professional analyst of global politics. 


Conclusion 


Globalization has often been presented as an epochal transformation 
propelled by technological, economic, and cultural forces, at the 


7 Samuel P. Huntington, The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World 
Order, New York, Simon and Schuster, 1998. 
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expense of established political institutions and practices. The process, 
however, is also deeply political. For one thing, globalization is deter- 
mined by the decisions and actions of states and international organ- 
izations, which build infrastructures, change regulations, and cooperate 
with each other. At the same time, globalization is a political trans- 
formation in itself, giving rise to new and more interconnected ideas, 
identities, forums, and conflicts. The world, rightly note Richard Higgott 
and Morten Ougaard, is becoming more and more like a polity, an 
increasingly interdependent system, with dense networks of relation- 
ships, and a growing sense of community.*° 

The general idea of a world community has been put forward and 
promoted for a number of years, with various images and representa- 
tions stressing the unity of humanity. We have Only One Earth, stated 
a widely read and pioneering book, published in 1972 by economist 
Barbara Ward and biologist René Dubos. We must thus begin, added in 
1987 the World Commission on Environment and Development 
headed by former Norwegian Prime Minister Gro Harlem Brundtland, 
to envision Our Common Future. Doing so and working in partnership 
for development, emphasized in 2005 the Commission for Africa 
launched a year earlier by Tony Blair, is in Our Common Interest.*' 

The least we can say is that, as a community, humanity remains far 
from such a unity of purpose. Metaphors of unity may thus not 
provide the most appropriate representations for the global polity. 
The world is not and may not become a democratic, global order. But 
for a long time it has been a public sphere where public debates about 
common purposes have been taking place. And these debates, we 
argue, have a structure. They are primarily a conflict between the left 
and the right over the meaning of equality, within and among nations. 


8° Richard Higgott and Morten Ougaard, “Introduction: Beyond System and 
Society — Towards a Global Polity?,” in Morten Ougaard and Richard Higgott 
(eds.), Towards a Global Polity, London, Routledge, 2002, pp. 2-3. 

81 Barbara Ward and René Dubos, Only One Earth: The Care and Maintenance 
of a Small Planet, New York, W. W. Norton, 1972; World Commission on 
Environment and Development, Our Common Future, Oxford University 
Press, 1987; Commission for Africa, Our Common Interest: Report, London, 
Commission for Africa, March 2005 (www.commissionforafrica.org). 


2 A worldwide value divide 


How widespread really is the language of left and right? One could 
recognize the clash about equality just described, but consider it 
largely a concern for experts and politicians, at a distance from the 
preoccupations and views of most people around the world. Outside 
the Western world, in particular, the left-right dichotomy may seem 
less relevant as a heuristic tool. This chapter uses global public opinion 
trends to demonstrate, on the contrary, that practically everywhere 
citizens understand this representation and position themselves 
along an axis going from left to right. The left-right cleavage is neither 
Western, nor passé. It is ubiquitous and very much contemporary. 

This chapter presents worldwide survey results that establish the 
near-universal relevance of the left-right division and its coherence for 
most people, who associate the two sides with the expected attitudes 
about equality, redistribution, and the role of the state. Country- 
specific data also confirms that these findings hold across very different 
regions and cultures of the world. The left-right debate is truly global. 
Indeed, in both national and comparative studies of public opinion, no 
cognitive instrument, no scale measuring personal values is more 
powerful than the way respondents locate themselves on the left-right 
continuum. Even scholars who claim that the left-right cleavage is in 
decline or in transformation cannot but conclude that it still incor- 
porates most of the other attitude differences they seek to explain. 
This opposition is the most central value divide that political parties 
built as they struggled for, and about, democracy. Encompassing and 
enduring, this ideological division survived both its origins in class 
politics and the contemporary transition to post-industrial societies. 
Simple and stable, but also multi-faceted, the left-right dichotomy 
helps citizens all over the world organize their views according to their 
most important values, and as they do so, achieve consistency in the 
face of complexity. 
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A universal divide 


The left-right value divide is rarely, in itself, an object of inquiry. At 
the same time, it is so central to the construction of public opinion 
that most studies of political attitudes take it into consideration. 
Consequently, there is good data available to assess the significance of 
the left and the right across the world. One source, in particular, 
stands out. Since 1981, a worldwide network of social scientists coordi- 
nated by Ronald Inglehart, the World Values Survey (WVS), has 
conducted compatible public opinion surveys on every continent, to 
assess socio-cultural and political change in a systematic and global 
fashion.' The data used here, which covers seventy-eight societies, was 
collected between 1999 and 2001. This data was made public in 2004. 

In each society included in the World Values Survey, a represen- 
tative sample of at least 1,000 people is built and the same questions 
are asked, so as to develop a worldwide database permitting com- 
parison of cultural and political trends across time and space. Because 
the data is widely available, a large number of studies have relied 
on the World Values Survey, and they provide a strong intellectual 
background for cross-cultural analysis. These studies can also be 
replicated, which facilitates the testing of rival hypotheses and the 
pursuit of debates around divergent interpretations. 

The 1999-2001 wave of the World Values Survey included societies 
with various cultures, traditions, and political institutions. In all these 
countries, respondents were asked to locate themselves on a 1 to 10 
scale going from the left (1) to the right (10).7 Figure 2.1 shows the 
worldwide distribution of respondents on this scale (19.7 percent of 
respondents said they did not know; 2.7 percent did not answer the 
question). 

Following Ronald Inglehart, we could interpret this distribution as 
indicating that 55 percent of the world’s population is on the left 
(between 1 and 5) and 45 percent on the right (between 6 and 10).° 
The fact that the distribution is basically normal and centered around 5, 


? See www.worldvaluessurvey.org. 

The exact question (V139) is: “In political matters, people talk of ‘the left’ and 
‘the right.” How would you place yours views on this scale, generally speaking?” 

3 This is how he reads similar results in Ronald Inglehart, Modernization and 
Postmodernization: Cultural, Economic, and Political Change in 43 Societies, 
Princeton University Press, 1997, p. 319. 
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Figure 2.1 Left—right self-placement in the world, 1999-2001 
Source: World Values Survey. 


however, suggests a different reading. Even though the scale goes 
from 1 to 10 and has a middle point at 5.5, it is most likely that 
respondents who want to locate themselves at the centre see 5 as the 
middle and choose it accordingly. In this perspective, we would rather 
say that 24.7 percent of the world’s respondents place themselves on 
the left, 30.3 percent at the centre, and 45.2 percent on the right. Our 
interpretation is indeed confirmed when World Values Survey data is 
compared with other survey results.* 

Results from the World Values Survey suggest that all over the 
world respondents understand the notions of left and right and are 
able to apply them to interpret their own position. World respondents 
also form a basically normal distribution, the most important cat- 
egories being clustered around the centre. The World Values Survey 
mean for the world is 5.66, and only Vietnam sticks out, with an 
average that is more than 2 points away from this global mean. 


* We compared the World Values Survey data with data from another 
international team, the Comparative Study of Electoral Systems (CSES). The 
CSES used a 0 to 10 scale, instead of 1 to 10, to evaluate the left-right self- 
placement of respondents in 32 countries of Asia, Eastern and Western Europe, 
South and North America, and Oceania, between 1996 and 2001. In the CSES 
survey, 33.5 percent of the respondents located themselves at 5 (compared to 
30.3 percent in the World Values Survey). When we combined the 0 and 1 
positions of the CSES scale to have the same number of categories on each side 
of the median, the correlation coefficient between the two distributions equaled 
0.96. See www.cses.org. 
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In Vietnam, a country where the 2001 World Values Survey was one 
of the first scientific public opinion surveys ever conducted, and where 
many responses seemed to reflect a prudent and almost unanimous 
expression of satisfaction with the existing communist regime, 
65 percent of respondents located themselves on the extreme right 
(at 10), and 86 percent at 8, 9, or 10. In this one case, responses may 
be unreliable, or unrelated to the conventional understanding of left 
and right in politics.” 

Another striking feature of Figure 2.1 is the relative weakness, in 
people’s self-placement, of the left compared to the centre and the 
right. Psychologist Chris McManus found similar asymmetries in 
older European data, with “a moderate but consistent excess of right 
over left, there being almost three people on the right for every two on 
the left.” In his view, this bias can be attributed to the fact that in all 
cultures right is a positive word, associated with “the norm, the dom- 
inant, and the good.”° In more political terms, one may hypothesize 
that the left attracts people who question the established order and 
seek change, an attitude that may be less prevalent than a bias in favor 
of the status quo, especially in more traditional cultures.’ 

Global patterns obviously mask important variations. The left-right 
cleavage is first and foremost a political construction and, as such, it 
is likely to be quite different from one country to another. Table 2.1 
presents the mean, the mean deviation and the percentage of non- 
response for the different countries included in the 1999-2001 World 
Values Survey, in increasing order of mean. 

Consider, first, the percentage of respondents who said they did not 
know or would not answer the left-right self-placement question. 


* The Vietnam survey is presented in Russell J. Dalton and Nhu-Ngoc T. Ong, 
“The Vietnamese Public in Transition: The 2001 World Values Survey,” Center 
for the Study of Democracy, University of California, Irvine, 2001 
(www.democ.uci.edu). Doubts on the quality of responses given in a context 
where people may be afraid of speaking against the authorities are raised in: 
Minh Nhut Duong, “Grassroots Democracy in Vietnamese Communes,” Centre 
for Democratic Institutions, Australian National University, 2004, p. 29 
(www.cdi.anu.edu.au). For an even more critical point of view raising doubts 
about the entire study, see the transcript of a 2001 interview with Vietnamese 
dissident Duong Thu Huong (www.vietquoc.com/news2001/na122901.htm). 

© Chris McManus, Right Hand, Left Hand: The Origins of Asymmetry in Brains, 
Bodies, Atoms and Cultures, Cambridge, MA, Harvard University Press, 2002, 
pp. 261-64. 

7 Inglehart, Modernization and Postmodernization, pp. 70-71, 76-77, and 320. 
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Table 2.1. Country means, mean deviations, and percentages of don’t 
know/no answer, left-right self-placement, 1999-2001 


Mean Don’t Know/ 


Country Mean deviation No answer (%) 
Zimbabwe 3.66 2.07 18.5 
Montenegro 4.72 1.91 33.1 
Spain 4.74 1.47 21.8 
Iran 4.82 1.87 40.8 
France 4.86 1.64 17.4 
Russian Federation 4.92 1.48 36.0 
Slovenia 4.99 1.12 28.0 
United Kingdom 5.08 ga ui 18.9 
Bosnia and Herzegovina 5.09 1.29 12.6 
Israel 5.09 2.29 7.2 
Netherlands 5.09 1.38 4.1 
Hungary Sel 1.07 22.8 
Greece 5.3 1.59 11.6 
Slovakia 5.14 1.48 15.9 
Republic of Macedonia 5.21 1.75 22.7 
Chile 5.24 1.60 16.3 
Belgium 5.26 1.33 18.2 
Croatia 27 1.23 24.2 
Portugal 5.27 1.76 23.0 
Switzerland 5:31 1.41 19.6 
Albania 5.34 2.33 5.2 
Australia 5.34 1.32 12.5 
Germany 5.34 1.39 16.6 
Sweden 5.34 1.72 4.2 
Poland 5.35 1.73 22.4 
Republic of Korea 5.35 1.76 0.0 
Italy 5.36 1.75 21.5 
Luxembourg 5.37 1.38 25.6 
Armenia 3:39 1.73 21.1 
Lithuania 5.41 1.69 37.8 
Austria 5.43 1.21 19.1 
Ukraine 5.49 1.88 37.4 
Denmark 5.51 1.62 9.6 
Nigeria 5.51 2.21. 2.8 
Serbia 5.53 1.77 30.9 


Uganda 5.55 2.71 15.3 
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Mean Don’t Know/ 
Country Mean deviation No answer (%) 
Azerbaijan 5.54 1.84 32.8 
Canada 5.55 1.39 13.8 
Norway 3.57 1.41 23] 
Republic of Moldova 5.58 2.29 33.1 
Ireland 5.62 1.23 17.8 
Northern Ireland 5.65 1.43 21.1 
World 5.65 1.86 22.4 
India 5.66 2.30 46.4 
Uruguay 5.66 1.97 8.7 
Belarus 5.68 1.50 48.5 
South Africa 5.68 1.95 10.1 
Peru 5.69 1.80 13.3 
Japan 5.70 1.42 24.6 
Finland 5.77 1.69 12.2 
Iceland 5.78 3.21 9.5 
Malta 5.80 1.25 2.9 
New Zealand 5.80 1.47 27.1 
United States of America 5.80 1.51 5.4 
Latvia 5.83 151 33.1 
Romania 5.83 1.72: 44.6 
Turkey 5.84 2.07 337 
Bulgaria 5.85 1.95 32.7 
Morocco 5.88 2.55 73.1 
Brazil 5.90 2.41 12.5 
Jordan 5.90 2.07 64.1 
Estonia 5.93 32 31.5 
Georgia 5.93 1.95 19.9 
Pakistan 5.94 1.21 87.7 
Czech Republic 5.96 1.83 7.9 
Argentina 5.99 1.63 32.0 
Algeria 6.22 2.08 54.0 
EI Salvador 6.30 2.35 19.9 
Venezuela 6.32 2.14 18.4 
Philippines 6.45 1.85 4.3 
Taiwan 6.57 1.40 3.1 
Indonesia 6.62 1.70 18.2 
Puerto Rico 6.62 222 12.4 


Colombia 6.63 1.96 8.5 
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Table 2.1. (cont.) 





Mean Don’t Know/ 


Country Mean deviation No answer (%) 
Dominican Republic 6.65 2.34 4.1 
Mexico 6.65 2.47 33.4 
Tanzania 6.75 3.11 30.8 
Bangladesh 7.56 217 23.1 
Vietnam 9.07 1.21 4.4 





Source: World Values Survey. 


There is significant variation in these percentages and, in some cases, 
relatively high levels of non-response. One should keep in mind, 
however, that on any question, a number of citizens simply will not 
answer. The world proportion of non-responses on left-right self- 
placement is at 22.4 percent and the percentages are almost as high in 
old democracies, where left-right semantics has long been central in 
public discourse, such as France, where the terms were invented (17.4 
percent), or the United Kingdom (18.9 percent). 

Above the world rate of non-responses, we find thirty cases out of 
seventy-eight. Seventeen of these can be considered true outliers, 
10 points above the world rate: ten outliers are in the former Soviet 
sphere of influence, five in the Islamic world, and one in Asia (India), 
and one in Latin America (Mexico). Many factors may explain the 
importance of non-response in the former Soviet sphere of influence. 
First, the left-right labels were distorted and trivialized by the com- 
munist regimes, which made their subsequent use by democratic parties 
more problematic. Second, apart from being associated with the idea of 
substantive equality, the term “left” usually connotes a greater openness 
toward social and political change. In post-communist democracies, 
however, change was first associated with market-oriented reforms, 
which often implied less, not more, equality. Finally, many of those who 
benefited materially from market-oriented reforms were part of the 
old communist establishment and often legitimized their position 
and privileges with reference to symbols and arguments from the 
left. “In light of these opportunities for semantic confusion about the 
meaning of left and right in the aftermath of communism,” noted a 
group of experts, “it would demonstrate the formidable power of 
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such formal concepts for the intellectual clarification of party com- 
petition if opinion surveys revealed even a modest tendency on the 
part of respondents to employ left-right placements of self and others 
(parties) with specific policy positions in mind.”* As we show below, 
this is exactly what happens with citizens and elites of the region. 
Insofar as they appropriate the left-right distinction, and around 
70 percent do, respondents from the former Soviet sphere of influence 
do so in conformity with our expectations. 

Among Islamic countries, the high level of non-response probably 
has more to do with the lack of democracy than with cultural or 
religious orientations. Bangladesh, Indonesia, and Turkey have non- 
response rates below or near the world proportion. The populations 
of these nations are overwhelmingly Muslim (from 83 percent for 
Bangladesh to 99.8 percent for Turkey), but benefit from political 
regimes that are open and democratic compared to other Muslim 
countries.’ Algeria, Iran, Jordan, Morocco, and Pakistan, by contrast, 
all countries whose populations are more than 90 percent Muslim, 
have more authoritarian regimes and very high rates of non-response.” 
Likewise, the rate of non-response for Mexico could be explained 
by the non-consolidated nature of democracy until 2000. India, an old 
and well-established democracy, appears more puzzling and would 
require further inquiry. All in all, however, these proportions of non- 
responses confirm the importance of democratic debates in con- 
structing meaningful left-right oppositions, across various cultural 
and geographical areas. 

If we turn to the left-right means, the country with the most leftist 
average is Zimbabwe (3.66), and the one furthest on the right, if we 
leave Vietnam aside, is Bangladesh (7.56). Zimbabwe, Vietnam, 
Bangladesh, and Tanzania are the only cases with means more than 
1 point away from the world mean, which implies that all countries 
share broadly similar distributions. There are nevertheless important 
remaining differences. At one end, Zimbabwe, Montenegro, Spain, 


8 Herbert Kitschelt, Zdenka Mansfeldova, Radoslaw Markowski, and Gabor 
Toka, Post-Communist Party Systems: Competition, Representation, and Inter- 
Party Cooperation, Cambridge University Press, 1999, p. 283. 

? Freedom House rates Bangladesh, Indonesia, and Turkey as partially free, with 
combined scores, respectively, of 8, 7, and 7 (www.freedomhouse.org). 

'° Freedom House classifies these countries as non-free or partially free, with 
combined scores at or above 10 (www.freedomhouse.org). 
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Iran, France, the Russian Federation, and Slovenia have means below 5, 
and at the other, Algeria, El Salvador, Venezuela, the Philippines, 
Taiwan, Indonesia, Puerto Rico, Colombia, the Dominican Republic, 
Mexico, Tanzania, Bangladesh, and Vietnam are above 6. In Spain, 
for instance, 40 percent of respondents locate themselves between 1 
and 4, and only 26 percent pick scores between 6 and 10. In Taiwan, 
by contrast, merely 4 percent of citizens chose 1, 2, 3, or 4, and 
70 percent opted for a score of 6 or above. 

Overall, there are more left-leaning countries in Eastern and Western 
Europe and more right-leaning ones in Latin America and Asia. This 
result seems in line with Inglehart’s characterization of Latin America 
and Asia as poorer, more traditional societies.'' The presence of many 
outliers, however, warns us against sweeping cultural accounts. Chile 
and the Republic of Korea, for instance, have left-leaning scores, 
whereas Finland and the Czech Republic have rightward ones. As 
political categories, it needs to be emphasized, the left and the right 
are always constructed through a country’s history. 

Using a different dataset, Pippa Norris finds a strong correlation 
between left-right self-placement and voting behavior.'* Given her 
theoretical preoccupations, Norris tends to assume that personal 
ideology determines voting, which is not wrong, of course, at the 
individual level. In a broader social perspective, however, left-right 
self-placement can also be understood as reflective of the varying 
success parties have had in defining the relevant political alternatives 
for a country’s electorate. Norris also lends support to this comple- 
mentary hypothesis, with her findings on the impact of electoral 
rules. Compared to majoritarian or combined electoral systems, pro- 
portional representation systems give parties less incentive to adopt 
catch-all, centrist platforms, and they tend to make political cleavages 
more pronounced, accentuating the difference between the left and 
the right.’ Figure 2.2 illustrates this conclusion, with the contrast- 
ing distributions of left-right self-placement in first-past-the-post 
Britain and in proportional representation Netherlands. Also included 


" Inglehart, Modernization and Postmodernization, p. 335. 

” Pippa Norris, Electoral Engineering: Voting Rules and Political Behavior, 
Cambridge University Press, 2004, pp. 104-19. Norris used the data provided 
by the Comparative Study of Electoral Systems team (see footnote 4, this 
chapter). 

'3 Ibid., pp. 119-23. 
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Figure 2.2 Left-right self-placement in the United Kingdom, the Netherlands, 


and Israel, 1999-2001 
Source: World Values Survey. 


42 Left and Right in Global Politics 


is the striking case of Israel, another country with a proportional 
representation system and one of the highest mean deviations in our 
sample (note that, for the sake of presentation, the vertical scale varies 
from one case to another). 

One should note, as well, that averages mask important variations 
in the strength of the center, which ranges from very low scores in 
Vietnam (3 percent), Israel (13 percent), Nigeria (14 percent), 
Tanzania (15 percent), Albania (16 percent), Uganda (17 percent), 
and Algeria (18 percent), to about half the electorate in Hungary 
(52 percent), Slovenia (51 percent), Croatia (51 percent), Pakistan 
(50 percent), Bosnia and Herzegovina (49 percent), India (47 percent), 
Latvia (45 percent), and the United Kingdom (45 percent). Present 
and relevant everywhere, the left and the right clearly tell different 
stories about the political life of each society. 


Divided over equality 


The universal prevalence of the left-right labels does not prove that 
they mean the same thing everywhere, let alone that they reflect the 
coherent values one expects from people on the left and on the right. 
The literature on public behavior and voting does suggest that left and 
right self-placement corresponds to predictable patterns of attitudes 
and electoral preferences.'* This literature, however, is usually based 
on a smaller group of countries than that presented here, and it is 
often guided by questions only tangentially related to the left-right 
cleavage. 

This section considers the world as a whole to test whether, in a 
global perspective, left-right self-placement truly corresponds to the 
expected attitudes about equality, government intervention, or social 
justice. Table 2.2 presents the relationships between a person’s ideo- 
logical stance and a number of relevant questions. All these questions 
asked respondents to locate themselves on a scale from 1 to 10, 1 to 
5, or 1 to 4. The answers can therefore easily be correlated with 


™ Ronald Inglehart, Culture Shift in Advanced Industrial Society, Princeton 
University Press, 1989, pp. 292-93; Inglehart, Modernization and 
Postmodernization, p. 320; Russell J. Dalton, Citizen Politics: Public Opinion 
and Political Parties in Advanced Industrial Democracies, third edition, 
Chatham, NJ, Chatham House, 2002, pp. 201-03; Norris, Electoral 
Engineering, p. 118. 
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Table 2.2. Relationships between left-right self-placement and attitudes 
about social justice and government intervention, on a world scale, 
1999-2001 





Should incomes be made more equal (1), or do we need larger 0.110*** 
income differences as incentives for individual effort (10)? 


Should your country aim to be an egalitarian society where the 0.059*** 
gap between rich and poor is small, regardless of achievement 

(1), or a competitive society where wealth is distributed 

according to one’s achievement (5)? 


Should your country aim to be a society with extensive social 0.100% ** 
welfare but high taxes (1), or one where taxes are low and 
individuals take responsibility for themselves (5)? 


cog 


Do you think that competition is good and stimulates people —0.065* 
to work hard and develop new ideas (1), or that competition 
is harmful and brings out the worst in people (10)? 


tb 


Do you think the government should take more responsibility 0.078* 
to ensure that everyone is provided for (1), or that people should 

take more responsibility to provide for themselves (10)? 

Should the government let anyone come in the country who 0.039% ** 
wants to (1), or prohibit people coming here from other 

countries (4)? 


Homosexuality is never justifiable (1), or always justifiable —0.108*** 
(10)? 
Abortion is never justifiable (1), or always justifiable (10)? —0.125*** 





Note: All these correlations are significant at 0.001 level (***).'° 


Source: World Values Survey. 


left-right self-placement. A positive sign indicates that the two scales 
increase together, a negative sign that they progress in opposite 
directions. 

The results of Table 2.2 are all statistically significant and in the 
expected direction. The more a person is on the right, the more she is 
likely to think that we need larger income differences as incentives for 
individual effort, that her country should aim to be a competitive 
society where wealth is distributed according to one’s achievement, 


'S As recommended by the World Values Survey team, the results were adjusted 
with weights correcting for national characteristics. 
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and also one where taxes are low and individuals take responsibility 
for themselves. A person on the right is also less inclined to consider 
that competition is harmful and that government should take more 
responsibility to ensure that everyone is provided for. On the left, on 
the contrary, respondents prefer an egalitarian society with extensive 
social protection provided by the government, and they tend to believe 
that competition is harmful and brings out the worst in people. 

These findings are very much in line with our understanding of the 
left and the right as anchored in distinct conceptions of equality in a 
democratic society, the first focused on unmet needs and solidarity, 
the other on opportunity and individual achievement. Each concep- 
tion privileges specific social mechanisms: redistribution and state 
intervention for the left, competition and markets for the right. The 
worldwide scope of the World Values Survey suggests that these 
conceptions run across different social and political cultures, and 
constitute a widespread tacit knowledge about politics, a vocabulary 
people may not be able to define precisely but understand very well. 
The specific contours of the left and the right undoubtedly vary across 
space and time, but these notions are not empty vessels that can be 
filled with any possible meaning. This conclusion is reinforced when 
we consider responses unrelated to equality as such, but associated 
with the broader sets of values linked to the left and the right. In 
Table 2.2, for instance, one can see that those on the right are more 
likely to have reservations about immigration to their country, about 
homosexuality, and about abortion. Table 2.3 is consistent with this 
pattern, with results describing the relationship between left-right 
self-placement and the qualities respondents find the most important 
to encourage in children. 

As George Lakoff would have predicted, the child qualities that are 
most strongly associated with the left are imagination and inde- 
pendence, and the qualities that correlate most powerfully with being 
on the right are religious faith and obedience. All in all, people on the 
right favor faith, obedience, hard work, and thrift while people on the 
left grant more importance to imagination, independence, tolerance 
and respect for other people, determination and perseverance, a feel- 
ing of responsibility, and unselfishness. 

Persons on the left and the right are also likely to have distinct 
attitudes toward life, the former being more optimistic about human 
nature but also more critical about their country and the world, and 
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Table 2.3. Relationships between left-right self-placement and qualities 
respondents find important to encourage in children, on a world scale, 
1999-2001 








Independence 

Hard work 

Feeling of responsibility 

Imagination 

Tolerance and respect for other people 

Thrift, saving money and things 0.026% ** 
Determination, perseverance —0.024%** 
Religious faith 0.093*** 
Unselfishness _0.016*** 
Obedience 0.035*** 





Note: All these correlations are significant at 0.001 level (***). 
Source: World Values Survey. 


Table 2.4. Relationships between left-right self-placement and 
attitudes toward life, on a world scale, 1999-2001 





Generally speaking, would you say that most people 0.026*** 
can be trusted (1), or that you need to be very careful 

in dealing with people (2)? 

All things considered, how satisfied are you with your 0.085*** 
life as a whole these days? Choose a score between 1 

(dissatisfied) and 10 (satisfied). 

Taking all things together, would you say you are —0.072* ** 


very happy (1), quite happy (2), not very happy (3), or 
not at all happy (4)? 





Note: All these correlations are significant at 0.001 level (***). 
Source: World Values Survey. 


the latter more pessimistic about humanity but more satisfied with the 
status quo. Table 2.4 presents results in line with these predictions. 
On a world scale, people on the right tend to be less trustful and to 
believe that one needs to be very careful in dealing with people. They 
are, however, more satisfied with their life and happier. There are, of 
course, numerous determinants of happiness, including a person’s 
economic and social situation and religious faith, and it is not our aim 
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Table 2.5. Relationships between socio-economic attributes and 
left-right self-placement, on a world scale, 1999-2001 








Sex (Male: 1; Female: 2) —0.008* 
Age O.O125* 
Highest educational level attained, from no formal 

education (1) to university-level with degree (9) —0.043* 


Income 0.010** 





Note: Significant at 0.05 level (*), at 0.01 level (**), or at 0.001 level (***). 
Source: World Values Survey. 


to probe this matter in detail. Everything else being equal, however, 
attitudes toward life correspond very well to the expectations we have 
about leftist and rightist views of society. 

Can we say something more, globally, about these persons who place 
themselves on the left and on the right and who, collectively, harbor 
coherent views about equality, politics, education, and life? Table 2.5 
presents some socio-economic correlates of left-right self-placement. 

Our results show that women have a slight tendency to be less on 
the right than men. This relationship must be interpreted prudently, 
not only because it is weak, but also because the global pattern masks 
a number of countervailing trends. In the past, women were more on 
the right than men, probably because they were also more religious. In 
recent generations, the pattern has been reversed, to create a gender 
gap between more progressive women and more conservative men. 
In new democracies, on the other hand, older women may be more to 
the left than men and than younger women. Politically, these different 
trends are significant and make gender an important dimension of 
electoral strategies. Added up, as they are in our limited test, current 
trends more or less cancel each other out.'® Still, generational patterns 
suggest that in the long run a gender gap will persist, with women 
more to the left than men.'” 

Age is significantly associated with left-right self-placement. In 
advanced democracies, in particular, the younger generations tend to be 
more to the left than the older cohorts. In post-communist countries, 


'6 Norris, Electoral Engineering, pp. 116-18. 
'7 Ronald Inglehart and Pippa Norris, Rising Tide: Gender Equality and Cultural 
Change around the World, Cambridge University Press, 2003, pp. 98-100. 
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the reverse may be true, younger generations being disaffected with a 
culture and values associated with the fallen communist regimes, and 
more attracted by the promises of a competitive, market-oriented 
society.'® Still, overall the pattern holds, and younger respondents are in 
general more to the left. 

Educational level is negatively associated with left-right self- 
placement. Everything else being equal, the more formal education a 
person has, the more likely she is to be on the left. This finding may 
appear intriguing, because more educated persons also tend to be 
wealthier, but education has often been associated with the develop- 
ment of leftist views.'” Income level, the variable that best captures a 
respondent’s social position is, as expected, positively associated with 
left-right self-placement. Respondents who are better placed in the 
social hierarchy and wealthier appear more likely to be convinced that 
merit lies behind the individual’s social condition. 


Civilization divides? 


One could accept the evidence, so far, that left and right perceptions 
are universal, coherent, and broadly associated with distinctive views 
about social justice and, yet, still have doubts about the relevance of 
such conclusions for societies that have non-Western traditions and 
cultures. In these societies, other cleavages could be more meaningful 
or give the left-right labels other meanings. To shed some light on this 
admittedly complex question, we took a closer look at national cases, 
from different continents and cultural areas. 

For each country in our set, we tested the correlation between 
respondents’ left-right orientations and their answers to the questions 
presented in Table 2.2 on equality (“Should incomes be made more 
equal or do we need incentives for individual effort?”), on competi- 
tion (“Do you think that competition is good and stimulates people to 
work hard and develop new ideas, or that competition is harmful and 
brings out the worst in people?”), and on the role of government 
(“Should government take more responsibility or should people take 
more responsibility?” ). Countries where the three correlations yielded 
significant results in the expected direction were given a score of 1 (3/3), 
those with one or two significant correlations got a 0.33 (1/3) or a 


'8 Norris, Electoral Engineering, pp. 114-15. |” Ibid., pp. 112-13. 
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0.66 (2/3), and those where all answers yielded results that were either 
non-significant or in the wrong direction received a 0 (0/3). When we 
had results for only two questions, the same logic was applied, with 
scores of 1 (2/2), 0.5 (1/2), or 0 (0/2). Table 2.6 presents these scores 
for different geographical or cultural areas of the world. 

More than half of the countries (forty-three out of seventy-six) have 
a score of 1 or of 0.66, which means that their citizens’ self-placement 
on a left-right axis predicts fairly well what they think about equality, 
competition, and the role of government. At the same time, almost 
one out of four cases has a 0 (eighteen out of seventy-six), indicating a 
lack of correspondence between ideological labels and attitudes about 
politics. The rest have a score of 0.33 or 0.5, having significant results 
for one out of three or out of two questions. 

In Western Europe (including Turkey) and among Anglo-Saxon 
democracies, most countries have a score of 1. The main exceptions, 
with 0, are Ireland and Portugal. In the former Soviet sphere of influence, 
results are almost as strong, with only two scores of 0 out of twenty- 
three cases (Hungary and Slovenia). Results are more contrasted in the 
Asia-Pacific region, with two scores of 1, four of 0.66 or 0.5, and three 
of 0. In Latin America, and in the Middle East and Africa, scores of 0 
predominate (six out of eleven in Latin America; five out of ten in the 
Middle East and Africa), followed by scores of 0.33 (three in each 
region). In line with the cultural or civilization argument, one could 
present these results as a proof that the left-right division is a Western 
concept, more meaningful in the West and in the North than in the 
East and the South. Many exceptions, however, militate against such a 
cultural interpretation. In Asia, Bangladesh, India, Indonesia, Japan, 
the Philippines, and Vietnam have scores above 0.5; and so do Algeria, 
Bangladesh, Indonesia, Kazakstan, and Turkey in the Muslim world. 

As with non-response rates, the most plausible explanation to 
account for the differences observed in Table 2.6 relates to variations 
in the democratic context. Among countries with scores of 1, a 
majority are old democracies (fifteen out of twenty-seven), with at 
least twenty years of regular multi-party elections. The rest are mostly 
new democracies, or countries at the crossroads, which could be 
classified as semi-democratic.*? At the other end, among countries 


?° On democracy, we follow the distinctions proposed in Inglehart and Norris, 
Rising Tide, pp. 165-71. 
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with scores of 0, there are almost no old democracies (three out of 
eighteen). 

The left-right cleavage is a social construction, and it makes sense 
that a long experience with democratic rule is more likely to produce a 
public with a coherent understanding of what it means. In the Middle 
East and Africa, for instance, where all of our cases except Israel are 
either non-democratic or semi-democratic, one is not surprised to find 
limited evidence of a conventionally ideological public. This broad- 
brush institutional explanation, however, is not sufficient to explain 
all variations of significance. It fails to make sense, in particular, of 
the remarkable difference between Latin America and the former 
Soviet sphere of influence. 

Both regions experienced democratization in the period that Samuel 
Huntington famously called the “third wave of democratization,” 
between 1974 and the late 1990s.7' Latin America was first, with 
most transitions from military to democratic rule taking place in the 
late 1970s and early 1980s,** and the Soviet sphere of influence came 
later, at the turn of the 1990s. Relatively older and presumably 
more established, Latin American democracies nevertheless seem to 
have electorates that are less structured along the left-right dimension 
than East European publics. Among our eleven Latin American cases, 
six have a 0 score and only one has a score of 1 (Uruguay). No country 
has a score of 0.66. In comparison, in the former Soviet bloc, there are 
only two Os out of twenty-three cases, and sixteen scores of 0.66 or 
above. How can we account for these differences? 

Consider, first, the case of Latin America. Until the recent process of 
democratization, many Latin American countries simply did not have 
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institutionalized party systems helping to draw a clear line between 
the left and the right.’ Populism, personalism, and clientelism obscured 
partisan and ideological divisions. The effects of this historical legacy 
were compounded by the conditions that prevailed in the late 1970s 
and 1980s, when democracy was re-established. Indeed, the new democ- 
racies were less triumphant than “ushered in...by the effects of 
economic crisis on incumbent authoritarian regimes.”** For more 
than a decade, democratization was “associated with increased poverty, 
economic inequality, and great declines in both relative and absolute 
standards of living.”*? In this harsh context, trade unions, social 
movements, and even individual participation in politics declined.*° 
Political parties were plagued by their difficulty in meeting the high 
expectations raised by democracy and by their frequent turn toward 
the neoliberal policies they had denounced to get elected.*” To many 
citizens of Latin America, democracy appeared more a personal contest 
among like-minded politicians than an opportunity to debate con- 
tending views about justice.*® 

With the major exception of Uruguay, a country which inherited 
from its past an institutionalized party system, the political orienta- 
tions of the Latin American public thus seemed to be shaped in an 
unconventional fashion. To put this conclusion in perspective, however, 
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it should be noted that on social issues such as abortion and homo- 
sexuality, Latin Americans are very much divided along left-right 
lines. In addition, the leftist wave that swept across Latin America at 
the beginning of the twenty-first century suggests that the left-right 
divide may gradually be taking root in the region. Only time will tell 
whether the recent turn to the left will make a difference and meet the 
expectations of the Latin American population. What is already clear, 
however, is that the left-right semantics has been re-established in the 
Latin American public sphere. 

Also intriguing are the Eastern European cases, where the transition 
to democracy gave rise to populist rhetoric in defense of neolibera- 
lism, without emptying the left-right cleavage of its meaning, as can 
be seen in Table 2.6.*’ In contrast to Latin America, where party 
systems and ideological structures remained inchoate, the transition 
from communism created a strong polarization between “social pro- 
tectionists and market liberalizers.”*° Generally, this polarization 
opposed ex-communists and anti-communists. In some cases, it also 
involved new parties of the left that rejected the legacy of com- 
munism but sought to define a European-type social-democratic path 
to the market economy.”’ In spite of the complexity associated with 
such labels in countries with a communist past, the left-right dicho- 
tomy was thus defined basically as it is in advanced democracies, 
and it helped citizens make sense of politics.°** Hungary, here, may be 
an exception. In this case, the ruling Communist Party was an early 
advocate of market capitalism, and this political stance generated a 
large consensus, which led politicians and voters to “associate the 
meaning of the left-right semantics less with economic policy than 
with socio-cultural issues.”*? 

Our examination of public views across the world suggests that the 
left-right divide is an ideological cleavage that political parties build 
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over time, to reach voters and present meaningful competitive stances 
in the public sphere. To a large extent, the left-right terminology is 
thus a product of democratic governance. Yet, even in less competi- 
tive, authoritarian systems, notions of left and right have a place in 
public debates. In Iran, for instance, the ruling elites divide into a 
reformist and a conservative camp, and fight over the possibilities of 
democratization, cultural opening, and economic liberalization. To 
be sure, many of the reformists are not “Jeffersonian democrats,” and 
they still believe in the unity of mosque and state.** Likewise, the 
country’s conservatives do not have the commitment to freedom that 
one usually finds among right-wing politicians in liberal democracies. 
Still, this protracted conflict highlights a clear and familiar ideological 
cleavage, which the Iranian daily press readily interprets as one where 
right is opposed to left.*? Our data on Iran indicates that this conflict 
does not structure public opinion as powerfully as it would in old, 
well-established democracies, where political debates are open and 
well publicized. Just a few years of electoral democracy, however, 
could make a difference, as can be seen in the former Soviet sphere of 
influence, where the left-right semantics rapidly demonstrated its 
“formidable power.” °° 


Conclusion 


Studies of the cultural divides that shape the world tend to draw lines 
between countries and civilizations. Divergences between the West 
and the Islamic world, in particular, are seen as profound and 
significant. These divergences, argue Ronald Inglehart and Pippa 
Norris, are not located so much in distinctive levels of support for 
democracy, as in markedly different views about gender equality, 
divorce, abortion, and homosexuality.*” It is not our intention to deny 
such differences. In this book, however, we wish to emphasize, as do 
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Inglehart and Norris in their own argument, the common ground that 
also connects peoples, across these cultural divides. More precisely, 
we seek to bring to light the common divisions that, around the world, 
political parties and social movements establish to debate the content 
of liberal democracy. These common divergences, and the social 
dynamic they embody, make it possible to speak of a global public 
sphere, intelligible for ordinary citizens as well as for the elites. 

Since it first appeared more than 200 years ago, the left-right value 
divide has survived the transformation of class structures and the rise 
of new post-materialist values in advanced democracies. This divide 
helps citizens integrate into coherent patterns their attitudes and ideas 
about politics. The left and the right separate, in particular, citizens 
who favor equality, social protection, and government intervention, 
from those who consider we should maintain incentives for individual 
effort, accept competition, and keep taxes as low as possible. In turn, 
these core values organize the way most people think about a host of 
social choices, whether they concern democracy, homosexuality, or 
abortion. Even values that people think should be encouraged in 
children diverge according to whether their proponents are on the left 
or on the right. People on the right also tend to be less confident in 
their fellow citizens but more satisfied and happy with their life, 
possibly because they are higher in the social hierarchy and wealthier. 

In new democracies, the left-right schema is evoked in the public 
sphere, but it is not always anchored as solidly in public opinion, and 
does not shape values and attitudes as powerfully as in older de- 
mocracies. This situation, however, is evolving rapidly. For one thing, 
electoral democracy is spreading throughout the world. In 1987, 
40 percent of the world’s countries were electoral democracies. In 
2005, this proportion had climbed to 64 percent, for a total of 122 
electoral democracies.’* It does not usually take long before electoral 
competition begins to structure public views about social justice. Even 
in Latin America, where the process proved more difficult, politics is 
increasingly polarized along familiar lines. Everywhere, in time, the 
democratic process tends to give rise to the conventional left-right 
cleavage about equality. 
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3 Two tales of globalization 


It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, 
it was the age of foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it was the epoch of 
incredulity, it was the season of Light, it was the season of Darkness, it 
was the spring of hope, it was the winter of despair, we had everything 
before us, we had nothing before us, we were all going direct to Heaven, 
we were all going direct the other way (Charles Dickens, A Tale of Two 
Cities, 1859) 


To say that the world is more and more complex is today considered 
conventional wisdom. Three overarching factors justify this almost 
universal perception. First, the communications technology revolution 
has fostered a formidable compression of space and time. Second, 
globalization has brought about an unprecedented increase in eco- 
nomic, political, social, and cultural interaction among populations of 
all regions and countries. Finally, the international scene, which was 
traditionally dominated by sovereign states, now has to adapt to the rise 
of new actors, both collective (including international institutions, sub- 
state governments, transnational corporations, and non-governmental 
organizations) and individual (including migrants, refugees, tourists, 
and terrorists). The fundamental changes underway in global politics 
have quite naturally engendered a vast diversity of reactions among 
experts. Far from being altogether cacophonic, however, these multiple 
viewpoints can well be understood as the expression of a coherent 
dialogue. 

Whereas the previous chapter concerned the attitudes of citizens, 
this chapter focuses on the discourse of opinion leaders, and shows 
that their debates on world affairs can be summarized in two narra- 
tives, proposed by the right and the left. As explained earlier, the right 
generally believes that the global order is working well, even though 
there is obviously room for improvement. Given their insistence on the 
egoistic tendencies of individuals, conservatives are forever mindful of 
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human folly. Since they have low expectations regarding domestic 
as well as international politics, they are more easily contented with 
the circumstances in which they find themselves. For the left, on the 
contrary, the levels of global inequality and injustice make it simply 
impossible to draw a favorable portrait of the world situation. 
Progressives, who lay stress on the altruistic aspect of human nature, 
have higher ambitions, and they are repeatedly disappointed by the 
slowness of social change. In short, the worldview of the “satisfied” is 
systematically different from that of the “critics.” As E. H. Carr sug- 
gested in his classic study of international relations, radicals tend to 
be “utopian” and conservatives like to appear “realist.” ! 

Reducing the political dynamic to a binary opposition cannot, of 
course, fully account for all aspects of global debates. Anyone observing 
the political scene, even at a distance, is well aware that neither the 
right nor the left is monolithic. The alignment of views becomes 
increasingly blurred the closer one gets to the center of the left-right 
spectrum. Yet, notwithstanding the many nuances that may be fac- 
tored in and the many counter-examples that one could cite, there is 
no doubt that conservative elites have developed a more positive 
vision of the world than their progressive counterparts. Although the 
narratives examined in this chapter do not exist in a pure form, they 
do in point of fact represent what Max Weber called ideal types: 
intellectual constructions that make it possible to identify “the primary 
lines of argument and...the fundamental points of disagreement” in a 
discussion.” And, as we shall see, while the right and the left do not 
share the same outlook on global politics, experts from both camps 
are able to marshall an arsenal of facts and figures to support their 
point of view. 


The world of the satisfied 


Built upon considerations that are at once technological, economic, 
political, social, and cultural, the right’s interpretation strives to 
demonstrate that “globalization works,”’ that development is heading 
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in the right direction, that history constantly begets progress, and that, 
in the final analysis, the world could be much worse off than it is. 
Consider, first, the expansion of new technologies. Anyone can see 
that life today is far easier than it was in the past. Martin Wolf, chief 
economic commentator of the Financial Times, remarks that contrary 
to the nightmare described by George Orwell in his novel 1984, 
“modern computer and telecommunications technology liberates 
rather than imprisons.”* The transfer of data from one corner of the 
planet to another is not only less and less costly, but has also become 
practically instantaneous. By increasing the mobility of goods, 
services, and capital — as well as that of ideas and fashions — the 
communications revolution has helped to bring peoples closer together, 
and give concrete meaning to the trope of the “global village” coined 
by Marshall McLuhan in the 1960s. 

The technical changes of the past twenty years have spawned a host 
of new opportunities. Above all, they have promoted economic 
growth across the globe as recent innovations have made it possible to 
draw greater benefit from the comparative advantages that each 
country derives from its factors of production.’ In other words, the 
tremendous progress achieved in the fields of electronics, computers, 
and transportation has helped to strengthen the competitiveness of 
states and firms, and to enhance the efficiency of the international 
division of labor. Consumers are unquestionably the major benefi- 
ciaries of the resulting transformation of the global system of pro- 
duction, for they now have access to goods and services of a higher 
quality and at a lower price than ever before. 

The technological progress witnessed over the past generation has 
contributed immensely to the maintenance of a healthy international 
economy. Between 1970 and 2002, world production grew at an 
average yearly rate of 3—4 percent, and this trend is on the upswing.° 
During the same period, the international exchange of goods and 
services expanded at even higher rates, with a 6 percent annual 
average increase.’ Most experts agree that this sustained growth in 
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trade is one of the mainstays of the recent phase of globalization. And 
nowhere is the positive impact of globalization more evident than in 
the way it has led to an improvement in the economic and social 
conditions prevailing in poor countries. 

In this connection, it must be acknowledged that developing 
countries have been taking a more and more active part in the ongoing 
technological revolution, a phenomenon due largely to their greater 
integration within global production networks. India, China, and 
Brazil, notably, have become leaders in the telecommunications and 
computer industries. A particularly striking trend is the gradual 
shrinking of the digital gap between North and South. Whereas in 
1994 internet users in the developed countries outnumbered those in 
the developing countries by a ratio of 73:1, in 2004 the ratio was 
down to a mere 8:1.° Undeniably, the South continues to lag behind 
the North in the areas of technology and research and development. 
This said, the technological revolution is doubly advantageous for 
poor countries. It allows these nations to speed up the course of his- 
tory and skip certain stages that today’s developed countries had to 
go through in the past; and at the same time makes it possible for them 
to be connected in real time to the international networks through 
which data and knowledge are disseminated. 

The growth in world trade has accelerated the economic take-off of 
the developing countries and strengthened their position in global 
markets. Between 1960 and 2002, the South saw its share of world 
exports of goods increase from less than one-fourth to one-third.’ 
Parallel to this growth in volume, the trade of the developing countries 
also underwent significant qualitative changes. Poor states are no 
longer simply commodity exporters, as they had been in colonial 
times. While in 1980 the great bulk (75 percent) of exports from Third 
World countries still comprised raw materials, today 70 percent of 
their foreign sales are made up of manufactured goods.'° Between 
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1980 and 1998, the South’s share of the global trade in high technology 
products rose from 20 to 30 percent.'' 

In the financial sphere, there has been a definite improvement in the 
situation of developing countries. The debt problem, the cause of so 
much suffering during the 1980s, is now in the process of being 
resolved. Globally, the debt/gross national income ratio is on the 
decline.'* In addition, a number of severely indebted poor countries 
have been able to take advantage of the favorable terms of reim- 
bursement proposed by the IMF as part of the HIPC (Highly Indebted 
Poor Countries) Initiative that was set up in 1999. By 2005, the debt 
load of twenty-seven countries had thus been reduced by a total of 
$32 billion in net present value terms.'’ The G8’s proposal to cancel 
the multilateral debt of the poorest countries represents the latest 
illustration of the international community’s strong willingness to 
move beyond the debt crisis. What is more, the Third World has been 
attracting an ever-greater number of international investors in recent 
years. Between the late 1980s and 2002 the developing countries’ 
share of foreign direct investment rose from 18 to 25 percent of the 
world total.'* Finally, development assistance, which had gone down 
during the 1990s, has once again begun to increase in the wake of the 
2002 Monterrey Summit on development financing. In 2005 aid 
reached the record amount of $106 billion.'” 

The economic vigor of the developing countries has made it possible 
to realize unprecedented progress with respect to poverty reduction. 
At the end of the 1990s, one UN agency enthusiastically declared, 
“income poverty has fallen faster in the past fifty years than in the 
previous fifty decades.”'° Although such an assertion is not easy to 
verify, the progress achieved in recent years has indeed been impres- 
sive. According to World Bank figures, the number of individuals 
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Figure 3.1 Share of people living on less than $1 a day (% of population), 
1981-2001 


Source: World Bank, World Bank Development Indicators 2004, Washington, DC, 
World Bank, 2004, p.1 (www.worldbank.org/data/wdi2004/worldview.htm). 


living in absolute poverty, that is, with an income of $1 per day or 
less, declined from 1.5 billion in 1981 to 1.1 billion in 2001.'7 

The magnitude of this success is even more striking when translated 
into relative terms. In barely twenty years, the proportion of people 
living in extreme poverty in developing countries dropped by almost 
half, from 40 to 21 percent of the global population (Figure 3.1).'* In 
China and South Asia, the effects of economic growth have been quite 
simply spectacular, if one considers that in these two regions alone 
more than 500 million people have been able to escape from poverty.'” 
The recent reduction in poverty has been accompanied by all manner 
of positive spin-offs, but two of them are especially noteworthy. First, 
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population-weighted international inequality is now diminishing. The 
Gini coefficient for weighted international inequality indeed dropped 
by 10 percent between 1965 and 2000.*° Second, a new “global 
middle class” is currently emerging. According to the World Bank, 
by 2030, the number of people in developing countries belonging to 
this global middle class will go up from 400 million to 1.2 billion.?! 

One of the benefits of globalization is to foster greater mobility 
among workers. Taking advantage of this new international context, 
migrant workers have made a growing contribution to economic 
growth and development. In 2005, the remittances of these workers to 
Third World countries amounted to more than $160 billion, thereby 
becoming a source of development financing much more important 
than foreign aid. Remittances have the added advantage of being more 
stable than aid flows, as they do not depend on the state of public 
finances in the migrant workers’ host countries.** Qualified workers 
living abroad furthermore play a crucial role in the economic and 
social transformation of their countries of origin. Expatriate Indian 
professionals, for example, are the primary wellsprings of knowledge 
and capital flows toward India. In Taiwan, half the companies located 
in the country’s largest research park were founded by workers who 
had spent time in the United States.” 

The recent evolution of the international economy owes much to 
the consensus that gradually crystallized through the 1980s in favor of 
market liberalization and globalization. Up to that point, the eco- 
nomic policies of the developing and socialist countries were by and 
large interventionist, protectionist, and bureaucratic. Unable to satisfy 
the rising aspirations of their populations and meet the challenges of 
international competition, that approach was finally shelved and 
replaced by a new one focused on private enterprise, the opening of 
borders, and fiscal discipline. The collapse of communism in 1989, 
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which heralded the triumph of the capitalist economic model over that 
of the planned economy, was the emblem par excellence of this policy 
shift. After a period of adjustment, undoubtedly painful but perfectly 
natural given the dilapidation of their infrastructures and the absence 
of any business culture, the countries of Eastern Europe slowly but 
surely found their way back toward growth. Thanks to their me- 
thodical and efficient adjustment policies, Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, 
Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Romania, Slovenia, and 
Slovakia even entered the European Union alongside some of the most 
thriving economies in the world. 

While the liberal consensus caused less of a shock in the South than 
it did in the former socialist countries, the reforms introduced there 
were nonetheless profound. Having experimented with various forms 
of inward-looking development, poor countries finally understood 
that the opening up of trade was a precondition for growth. Third 
World governments manifested their new free-trade stance most 
notably by joining en masse the WTO, an international organization 
whose raison d’étre is precisely the liberalization of trade. It should be 
recalled that the GATT — the WTO’s predecessor — had always been 
regarded as a club for rich countries. Today, however, the situation 
has changed entirely, as 80 percent of WTO members are from the 
South. 

Since the early 1990s, developing countries have radically altered 
their attitudes toward foreign investment and transnational corpo- 
rations. Breaking with the distrust that colored their policies for so 
long, they have adopted an array of financial liberalization measures 
with a view to attracting private capital. This new approach goes a 
long way to explaining why, as noted earlier, the South has recently 
received much higher levels of foreign direct investment. It has also 
allowed some emerging countries, like Brazil, South Korea, and 
Mexico, to become major players in international capital markets, 
and has fostered the unparalleled expansion of Third World trans- 
national firms. 

The prosperous countries of Asia and Latin America are not the 
only ones to have felt the effects of the new liberal consensus that has 
taken shape in the developing world. Since 2001, Africa, too, has 
embarked on the road toward significant economic renewal through 
the adoption of a vast development program, the New Partnership for 
Africa’s Development (NEPAD), which draws on the principles of the 
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market economy.** Elaborated on the initiative of the heads of state of 
Algeria, South Africa, Egypt, Nigeria, and Senegal, the NEPAD sig- 
nals a new stage in African history, for it has gone further than any 
earlier project in identifying the true problems of Africa in the area of 
political and economic governance. With the aim of putting a halt to 
the continent’s structural dependence on international loans and 
handouts, NEPAD emphasizes the role of the private sector as the only 
possible key to African development. NEPAD was extremely well 
received by the international community, which has promised to take 
an active part in the realization of its objectives, so long as African 
governments make good on their commitment to adopt structural 
reforms that will improve the business climate in the region. 

The recent period has also witnessed incomparable social progress 
at the global level. This is particularly true when it comes to health. In 
barely forty years, life expectancy in developing countries has shot up 
by eighteen years.*° In China, it has gone up by a spectacular twenty- 
nine years.”° During the 1990s, some sixty countries saw their infant 
mortality rate drop by at least a third. Inoculation campaigns have 
resulted in the almost total eradication of diseases such as smallpox 
and polio.*’ Victories have started to be won in the struggle against 
AIDS, particularly in Brazil, Uganda, and Thailand. Education is 
another area where major advances have been accomplished. Over 
the past thirty years, illiteracy throughout the Third World has been 
reduced by half.** Today, more than 80 percent of children attend 
primary school. Whereas there were three times as many post- 
secondary students in the North as in the South in 1950, the greatest 
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number of students at this level is now in the South.*? And while it is 
true that access to schooling remains more difficult for women in the 
developing countries, there has been progress toward gender equality 
at all levels of education. °° 

In addition to education, the economy has also provided leverage 
for the promotion of greater equality between men and women. 
Indeed, the accelerated industrialization of the Third World has given 
a large number of women the opportunity to escape the pressures 
stemming from a patriarchal family system or informal economic 
networks. The growth of export sectors and the spread of tax-free 
zones, especially in Asia and Latin America, have strongly contributed 
to the emancipation of women and to the consolidation of their rights. 
By allowing women to improve both their social status and their 
financial situation, globalization has directly enhanced the well-being 
of families, for one can easily understand that children whose mother 
earns a higher income tend to be better nourished and better educated.”! 

There is further cause for celebration when one considers the 
awareness of environmental issues that has blossomed worldwide 
in the last twenty years or so. The new environmental concerns have 
resulted in greater energy efficiency in both the developed and 
developing countries, such that everywhere more riches are being 
produced with less energy. * In one decade, carbon dioxide emissions 
have dropped from 4.1 to 3.8 metric tons per capita.’ Since the 
adoption of the Montreal Protocol on ozone-depleting substances, 
the consumption of chlorofluorocarbons (CFC) has diminished sub- 
stantially.°* And all around the world, nature conservancy areas are 
on the increase.” Yet in the long term, the two most positive changes 
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are probably that the leaders of the G8 countries agreed to cut 
greenhouse gas emissions in half by 2050, and that the leadership role 
of the private sector in addressing environmental problems is increas- 
ingly recognized. 

Lastly, in the political sphere, the world today is more peaceful and 
more democratic than ever before. This two-fold evolution actually 
comes as no surprise to anyone aware of the well-established fact that 
democracies do not wage war against each other. From a historical 
perspective, what is most striking is that, despite a number of sig- 
nificant crises, no conflict opposing major powers has erupted into 
war in more than half a century. Also, contrary to a widespread 
opinion, the number of wars has declined significantly since the fall of 
the Berlin Wall. According to the most credible data available, there 
were twenty-one major armed conflicts taking place in 2002 com- 
pared to thirty-three in 1990.°° Of course, there are still too many 
civil wars going on, but on the whole the international system is safer 
and less anarchic than in the past. 

The prolonged stability of the international order can to a great 
extent be attributed to the leadership of the United States. Given the 
fact that no nation in modern history has wielded a military, eco- 
nomic, technological, and cultural domination comparable to that of 
the American superpower, especially since the end of the Cold War, 
the United States is naturally subject to constant protestation and 
criticism. Nevertheless, this country remains the only political player 
able to answer the collective needs of the international community 
in regard to security, trade, development, and the environment.°” 
Neither Europe, nor China, nor Russia, nor the United Nations has the 
resources necessary to fulfil this role. Those who contest US hegemony 
do not realize that without this leadership the international system 
would be faced with a dangerous power vacuum.** The resultant 
“apolar” world would inevitably become more volatile and dangerous 
than any of the international system’s historical configurations. 
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The last hundred years must, furthermore, be seen as the century of 
democracy. The full meaning of this observation appears clearly at 
the global level. Indeed, international power is far less oligarchic 
than at any other moment in history. The League of Nations, created 
in 1919 to maintain peace, never comprised more than sixty member- 
states and was always dominated by the Western countries. In 1945, 
a mere fifty-one states took part in the foundation of the United 
Nations, yet in 2007 that international body had 192 members, with 
the vast majority from developing countries. The movement toward 
democratization appears all the more impressive when one looks at 
the extensive transformations that have occurred within the domestic 
structures of governance. In 1900, more than half of the world 
population lived under a colonial regime and universal suffrage did 
not exist in any country. A hundred years later multi-party democracy 
is on the verge of establishing itself as a universal political regime. 

The data provided by Freedom House helps to measure the recent 
flourishing of democracy. At the end of the 1980s, only 66 countries 
out of 167 (40 percent) could qualify as electoral democracies. By 
2005 the number of electoral democracies had jumped to 122, rep- 
resenting 64 percent of all UN member states (Figure 3.2).’’ In add- 
ition, between 1972 and 2005 the number of countries regarded as 
“free” — that is, those where civil liberties are protected, the media are 
independent, and real political competition exists — rose from forty- 
three to eighty-nine (i.e. from 35 to 46 percent of the world popula- 
tion). Conversely, during the same period, the number of countries 
regarded as “unfree” — that is, where civil liberties are systematically 
violated — fell from sixty-nine to forty-five (i.e. from 47 to 36 percent 
of the world population).*° The number of “unfree” countries of course 
remains too high, but one can assume that it will decline as market 
liberalization progresses. In fact, the states with the worst human rights 
records, such as Burma, North Korea, Cuba, Sudan, and Syria, are 
among those least integrated in the networks of globalization. 

In spite of the positive picture that can be drawn of global politics, it 
must of course be recognized that the world remains confronted with 


3? Adrian Karatnycky, “Freedom in the World,” Freedom House, 2005 (www. 
freedomhouse.org/template.cfm?page=130 & year=2005). 

40 Tbid. Freedom House also refers to a group of “partly free countries” that are 
not taken into consideration here. 


68 Left and Right in Global Politics 





140 
120 
100 


80 





60 
40 


20 











1987 
1988 
1989 
1990 
1991 
1992 
1993 
1994 
1995 
1996 
1997 
1998 
1999 
2000 
2004 
2005 


2001 
2002 
2003 


Figure 3.2 Number of electoral democracies, 1987-2005 
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a range of difficulties. At the beginning of the twenty-first century the 
most serious problems are without a doubt those related to the threat 
that terrorism poses for the defence of freedom. It is heartening that 
thanks to the strengthening of national and international security 
measures, the threat has been reduced.*' On the other hand, the ter- 
rorist scourge has become contagious. Whereas in the past it was 
restricted to unstable regimes, particularly in the Middle East and Latin 
America, there is today no region or country that is safe. Moreover, in 
the wake of the September 11, 2001 attacks against the United States, 
the human cost of terrorism has been going up, and considering that 
terrorists have grown ever-bolder, no one today can dismiss the hypo- 
thesis of a “big one” — a kamikaze attack using biological, chemical, 
or nuclear weapons.** Even though it sometimes requires difficult 
compromises in the area of human rights, the fight against terrorism 
must therefore remain a central concern of all societies that value 
democracy. To be victorious, that struggle demands, first and foremost, 
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the marshalling of all available military, police, financial, and diplo- 
matic resources, at both the national and international level. But it 
also requires the realization that security depends on the vigilance of 
every citizen. 


The world of the critics 


Experts on the left share a reading of the situation that is quite dif- 
ferent from the one presented above. Though divided on issues such 
as the effects of globalization or the role of the state, progressives 
are united in their dissatisfaction with the prevailing world order. 
Grounded in a critical approach that applies to both the national and 
international arena, the view from the left is one of inadequately 
distributed wealth, over-concentrated political power, and the repeated 
flouting of the rule of law. The main arguments underpinning the left’s 
critical outlook can be summarized as follows. 

What characterizes global politics is, above all, the growing 
inequality of economic power. Over recent decades, the gulf between 
the richest and the poorest has become grotesque. Whereas in 1960-62, 
the average income of the twenty wealthiest countries was fifty-three 
times greater than that of the twenty poorest countries, forty years 
later, the ratio was 121:1 (Figure 3.3). A battery of additional statistics 
demonstrates the egregious level of the concentration of wealth. For 
example, the countries of the North, with 15 percent of the world’s 
population, control 80 percent of global wealth, while nearly three 
billion people live on less than two dollars a day.*’ The richest 
1 percent of the world’s population has an income equal to that of 
the poorest 57 percent.** Forbes magazine has furthermore estimated 
that in 2004 there were 587 billionaires in the world, a super-elite 
whose combined assets of some $1.9 trillion was comparable to the 
collective GDP of the 170 poorest states.*° 
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Although economic inequality is the result of numerous factors, it is 
nourished to a large extent by the difference in access to technology. 
At the dawn of the twenty-first century, developed countries held 
97 percent of patents, while the United States alone contained more 
computers than the rest of the world.*° At the same time, half the 
population in the South had never placed a telephone call.*” Clearly, 
the promises of greater and more equitably shared prosperity often 
associated with globalization have remained a long way from being 
fulfilled. In fact, since the acceleration of globalization in the early 
1990s, the world GDP per capita growth rate has slowed relative to 
the previous three decades.** The 1990s were particularly dramatic 
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for a group of fifty-four developing countries that suffered a decline in 
their income during that period.*” Within this economic environment, 
low-income countries, representing 40 percent of the world popula- 
tion, stand among the most excluded, receiving barely 3 cents of every 
dollar of wealth created worldwide.°° 

The little headway that has been achieved in the fight against 
poverty remains disappointing. Entire regions — Sub-Saharan Africa, 
Latin America, Central Asia, and Eastern Europe — are home to a 
greater number of citizens living on less than $1 a day than in 1980.°! 
The situation in Sub-Saharan Africa has deteriorated to such a degree 
that its per capita GDP fell by $200 between 1974 and 2000.7 
The standard of living in Central Asia is now comparable to that of 
the least advanced countries. On the other hand, in places where 
extreme poverty has actually diminished, the benefits of growth have 
been shared in extremely unequal ways. In China, for instance, the 
recent economic boom has considerably broadened the gap between 
the country’s coastal and rural regions. Ultimately, economic success 
seems to depend far less on individual talents and skills than on geo- 
graphic or ethnic origins, and gender. Gender stands out as a particu- 
larly decisive ground for discrimination, given that women constitute 
the vast majority among vulnerable groups such as refugees, unregis- 
tered workers, the poor, and the hungry. 

The problem of poverty in wealthy nations is, of course, less severe 
than in the developing countries. The North is nevertheless charac- 
terized by very acute economic disparities. In countries as different as 
the United States, Italy, and Sweden, income gaps expanded between 
1980 and 1990.°° In the United States, the richest 1 percent of the 
population has seen its share of national income increase steadily over 
the last decades. In 2000 that share was 17 percent, a level that had 
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not been experienced since the 1920s.°* Even though the case of the 
USA may be an extreme one, income disparities are growing pretty 
much throughout the developed world and relative poverty is on the 
rise. It is currently estimated that over 10 percent of the OECD 
population — that is, more than 100 million individuals — has a dis- 
posable income that is less than half of the national median.” 
While the prevailing neoliberal discourse declares trade to be the 
best way to speed up economic growth, the benefits of the recent 
market expansion are still very badly distributed. First, international 
trade flows continue to be largely dominated by the developed coun- 
tries, whose share of merchandise exports in 2002 was 63.5 percent, 
almost unchanged in relation to 1960 (64.7 percent).°° Second, the 
growth of trade in the Third World is highly concentrated: twelve 
countries — essentially from Asia and Latin America — account for 
75 percent of the manufactured goods exported from the South.°” 
Africa, on the other hand, has been pushed further and further to the 
margins, outside the trade circuits of globalization. Forever dependent 
on the export of primary products, African countries saw their share 
of world exports shrink from 6 to 2 percent between 1998 and 2002.°* 
Despite the considerable efforts made by poor countries to liberalize 
their economies over the past twenty years, the rules of international 
trade continue to be strongly biased in favour of the rich countries. 
The annual cost of the protectionism practiced by the developed 
countries vis-a-vis the developing countries is estimated to be roughly 
$150 billion.’ A number of obstacles — high tariffs, quotas, subsidies, 
environmental, and health standards - continually restrict exports 
from the South to the North. It is well known, for example, that the 
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tariffs imposed by the developed countries on developing countries 
are higher than those they impose on other developed countries. This 
said, the issue of subsidies is certainly the one that has given rise to 
the sharpest debates in North-South trade relations recently. In the 
agricultural sector alone, the subsidies granted by the governments 
of OECD countries amount to around $330 billion annually.°° Some 
have cynically remarked that a European cow received a daily subsidy 
of $2 — more, that is, than the average income of an African citizen. 
This abundance of public funds seems all the more unjustifiable in 
light of its very doubtful social usefulness: 70 percent of agricultural 
subsidies in the developed countries are granted to farmers whose 
incomes are above the national average. 

Transnational corporations, overwhelmingly based in the developed 
countries, are responsible to a large degree for the concentration of 
wealth and the exacerbation of international trade imbalances. The 
economic power of these firms is due, first, to the fact that they account 
for two-thirds of international trade.°' Many industries, especially 
those involved in the production of commodities, are under the 
sway of a very small number of corporations. Three companies control 
65 percent of the banana market; in the aluminum and copper 
industries ten corporations control, respectively, 60 percent and 58.5 
percent of world production.°* What is more, transnational corpo- 
rations possess resources that dwarf those of many states: fifty-one 
transnationals are among the hundred top economic units in the world. 
In 2001, Wal-Mart’s annual sales exceeded the GDP of Indonesia, and 
those of Royal Dutch Shell were greater than the GDP of Venezuela.°° 
Against this backdrop it is easy to understand why power relations 
between transnational corporations and Third World governments 
often favour the former to the detriment of the latter. 

The operation of the international financial system is another factor 
facilitating the globalization of inequalities. Whereas it would be 
logical for capital to be flowing from the rich countries toward the 
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poor countries so as to compensate for the lack of domestic savings, it 
is actually the opposite that has been taking place for many years. In 
2004, the net transfer of financial resources from the South to the 
North has approached the record sum of $350 billion.°* Furthermore, 
in spite of the heightened attention of the international community, 
the debt problem remains a serious brake on development efforts. The 
debt volume of the developing countries and the former socialist 
countries taken together has expanded significantly during the past 
decade. In 2001, debt reimbursements were estimated at close to $300 
billion, while interest payments alone reached almost $100 billion.°° 
However well intentioned, the debt relief measures that have been 
introduced over the years have remained plainly insufficient. On one 
hand, their implementation has been subject to an exceedingly slow 
process. On the other, their impact continues to be limited because 
they neglect certain key aspects, such as private debts and volatility in 
commodity prices. 

The financial crisis faced by the Third World is aggravated by the 
relative decline of development assistance. From 1960 to 2005, foreign 
aid dropped from 0.5 to 0.33 percent of the rich countries’ Gross 
National Income®® (Figure 3.4). The objective to which the developed 
countries committed themselves in the 1970s — to devote 0.7 percent of 
their Gross National Product to foreign aid — has until now been 
attained only by a group of five small countries (Denmark, Luxem- 
bourg, the Netherlands, Norway, and Sweden). It is particularly dis- 
tressing to note that international aid adds up to a mere 10 percent of 
global military spending. Furthermore, assistance remains strongly 
oriented toward countries representing strategic or commercial interests 
(China, former Yugoslavia, Iraq, Pakistan) rather than the poorest 
nations. Although welcome, the recent rise in net official development 
assistance cannot erase the fact that the peace dividends that were to 
derive from the end of the Cold War have never materialized. 

The developed countries’ lack of generosity jeopardizes the achieve- 
ment of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) adopted by 
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147 heads of state in 2000, which propose a 50 percent reduction in 
extreme poverty by 2015. Since reaching these objectives would 
require international aid to be increased significantly, all indications 
are that they will end up on the long list of disappointments that have 
regularly marked the history of North-South relations. In accordance 
with this pessimistic forecast, the UN has estimated that if the current 
trend is maintained, Africa would attain the MDGs not in 2015 but in 
2147.°’ Yet a number of statistics on consumption patterns show that 
the international community’s indifference toward development can 
hardly be justified by the scarcity of resources. At the end of the 1990s 
Americans were spending more on cosmetics — $8 billion — than the 
$6 billion needed to ensure basic education for all. Europeans were 
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buying $11 billion worth of ice cream while $9 billion would have 
sufficed to provide water and sanitation for all. And it was estimated 
that the cost of basic health and education worldwide would have 
been $13 billion, in comparison with the $17 billion that Europeans 
and Americans paid out for pet food.°* 

Because of this hostile economic environment, Third World popu- 
lations continue to live in conditions of hardship that most people in 
the developed countries would find intolerable. In a time when global 
wealth has reached unheard of levels and agricultural production is 
enough to meet the needs of everyone on earth, 800 million individ- 
uals go hungry.°” Each year 10 million children die of curable diseases 
as commonplace as diarrhea. A woman is 100 times more likely to die 
during pregnancy or childbirth in Sub-Saharan Africa than in a 
developed country.’” Among the infectious diseases ravaging the 
South, AIDS is no doubt the one that has attracted the most media 
attention because it also affects the North. It is often forgotten that 
95 percent of HIV cases — that is, more than 40 million individuals — 
are located in the developing world. The most dramatic consequence 
of the AIDS epidemic is to have reduced life expectancy in some thirty 
countries; in certain states, such as Botswana, Lesotho, Swaziland, 
and Zimbabwe, life expectancy has been reduced by over twenty 
years.’' Thus, the division between rich and poor is literally a matter 
of life and death, and this situation will most likely persist so long as a 
mere 10 percent of medical research resources are devoted to prob- 
lems affecting 90 percent of the world’s population.” 

International inequalities are also legion in the sphere of labor. 
For one thing, capital mobility and the high rates of unemployment 
prevalent in the Third World restrict the bargaining power of emplo- 
yees of companies that are integrated in the global production system. ”* 
Yet most workers in the South do not even enjoy the privilege of 
negotiating their labor conditions, since they are employed within the 
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informal economy: lacking resources and trapped in the demands of 
daily survival, they often have no social protection other than that 
provided by their family. The situation of the 218 million child 
laborers is another issue of great concern. More than half of them 
(126 million) work in conditions considered dangerous and often 
verging on slavery; more than one-third (73 million) are under 
10 years of age.”* Finally, the international differences in opportunity 
and income engender a brain drain that hampers the development of 
many countries. The exodus of African professionals has taken on 
particularly dramatic proportions: 300,000 of them work in Europe 
and North America.” According to one assessment, approximately 
one-third of all Third World professionals in the research and devel- 
opment field live in the developed countries.’° The brain drain con- 
stitutes a prime example of the ways in which the South subsidizes 
growth in the North. 

The production and consumption model that underpins globaliza- 
tion, furthermore, raises serious environmental issues. The standard of 
living in developed countries cannot be sustained in the long term 
because it cannot be generalized over the whole planet. These coun- 
tries are currently responsible for 56 percent of global consumption, 
while the poorest 40 percent of the world’s population account for 
only 11 percent. It has been estimated that for the living standard of 
everyone in the world to be equal to that of the rich countries, 2.6 
additional planet Earths would be needed.’’ The global warming 
caused by unchecked industrial development is admittedly one of the 
greatest menaces facing the environment. The United Nations Envir- 
onment Programme predicts that over the next century the Earth’s 
temperature will rise to levels unheard of in the history of humanity, 
with widespread droughts and floods as the inevitable results.”* In the 
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countries of the South, the environmental issue is inextricably linked 
to poverty, given that the worst problem remains access to water. 
More than one billion people have no access to drinking water, and 
more than a third of the world’s population (2.4 billion people) do 
not have adequate sanitation facilities.’’ Contaminated water and 
unhealthy sewage systems are the cause of 5 million deaths per year 
and the source of 80 percent of the infectious diseases that afflict 
developing countries.*” The environmental problems in the rich coun- 
tries are no doubt different from those in the poor countries, but the 
solution in all cases depends on the awareness that to be viable eco- 
nomic growth must be subordinated to social priorities. 

From a political point of view, the international system faces chronic 
insecurity and a significant democratic deficit. Even though inter-state 
conflicts have in recent years been less numerous than intra-state con- 
flicts (Chechnya, Democratic Republic of the Congo, Liberia, Rwanda, 
Sudan, former Yugoslavia, etc.), the world continues to find itself in 
the throes of war and organized violence. However shocking this 
situation may be, it is not entirely surprising in light of the fact that 
the yearly global arms trade amounts to $1 trillion, while the UN’s 
regular budget hovers around $3.2 billion.*' In most instances, pov- 
erty and economic disparities are the engines that drive armed conflicts. 
The rise of international terrorism, moreover, can only be fully under- 
stood as another consequence of the failure of economic develop- 
ment. Since the end of the Cold War, the international community has 
constantly run into the same problem in trying to manage crisis upon 
crisis: it has proven to be completely incapable of establishing the 
primacy of law and morality over national interests. As a result of 
its illegitimacy and illegality, the war launched by the United States 
against Iraq in 2003 offers the perfect illustration of this syndrome, 
aptly demonstrating that what does or does not constitute a threat to 
international security is determined by the rule of “might makes right.” 
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While all states have proclaimed their support for democracy, the 
international system continues to be profoundly anti-democratic. In 
the political and strategic spheres, all important decisions are subject 
to the veto of the five powers that, at the end of the Second World 
War, granted themselves permanent seats on the UN Security Council 
(United States, Russia, United Kingdom, France, and China). The 
dedication of these countries to the cause of peace is, moreover, 
dubious, given that taken together they are responsible for 77 percent 
of global arms exports.** The primary international economic insti- 
tutions — the IMF, the World Bank, and the WTO - are completely 
dominated by the Western countries. The United States has, de jure or 
de facto, the power to block any major reform of these institutions 
that does not meet with its approval. In fact, the ascendancy of the US 
government and corporations over the world economy has, since the 
disintegration of the USSR, become so great that more and more 
observers characterize the contemporary global order as “imperial.” 

On the domestic level, the democratic malaise stems, first, from the 
fact that rather than being available to all equally, political power 
remains everywhere in the hands of an exclusive elite. According to 
the largest poll ever conducted — a survey commissioned by the UN in 
preparation for the Millennium Summit and covering sixty countries — 
two-thirds of the 57,000 respondents felt their government did not 
reflect “the will of the people.”*’ In many states, basic human rights 
are violated with the full knowledge of the authorities. Faced with this 
situation, the response of international institutions has been generally 
passive; when they do take action, they often apply a double standard 
based on economic and political considerations. Far from affecting the 
Third World alone, this disregard for human rights also concerns 
developed countries, where governments increasingly tend to “sacrifice 
the global values of human rights in a blind pursuit of security.”** 
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Even the idea that the advancement of democracy has been slow but 
nevertheless steady has become groundless. In this connection, Amnesty 
International noted that in 2003 human rights and international 
humanitarian law suffered the most important setback in half a 
century.®? 

Fortunately, in the bleak landscape depicted above there is a ray of 
hope emanating from the mobilization of civil society, often described 
as the “other superpower.”°° Global civil society comprises a vast 
network of 25,000 international non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs) and an even greater number of groups working on the 
national and local level.*” Thanks to the systematic use of information 
technologies, this network is more and more tightly knit. And, as it 
expands, global civil society is becoming increasingly representative. 
While it was admittedly dominated for a long time by organizations 
from the North, the situation has gradually begun to change. Since the 
early 1990s, NGOs have definitely developed at a faster rate in poor 
countries than in rich ones.*® 

The various organizations of civil society are concerned with a 
broad spectrum of issues (human rights, development, international 
economy, environment, and gender), but they all pursue a common 
goal: to promote a globalization that gives priority to solidarity rather 
than competition. Contrary to a view often expressed in the media, 
civil society’s contribution to the political debate is not restricted to 
street demonstrations during major diplomatic meetings. For more 
than a decade, its representatives have participated as legitimate 
partners in a wide range of international negotiations. The creation of 
the World Social Forum in 2001 is further proof of how civil society 
groups are striving to define an alternative social project through a 
constructive approach. All in all, the rise of civil society offers the 
hope that one day the management of global affairs may move toward 
the realization of a more democratic, more humane world. 
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Conclusion 


The two visions set forth in this chapter propose very different diag- 
noses of global politics and the attitudes that should determine the 
actions of the international community. The acute differences sepa- 
rating these visions clearly make dialogue difficult. However much 
one may deplore the situation, it is important to understand that these 
two interpretations derive from the basic dynamics of the “global 
public domain.”*” Within that common space, opinion formers who 
emphasize the economy, freedom, and individual responsibility find 
themselves constantly opposed to those who stress social issues, 
equality, and collective responsibility. These differing values have long 
been associated with the right and the left respectively. Needless to 
say, statistics on the reduction of absolute poverty or on the increase 
of the Third World’s debt cannot intrinsically be classified as right or 
left. Nevertheless, political life is such that those who take part in it 
choose to highlight certain facts and figures rather than others. And 
that choice is always linked to a system of values or an ideology. It is, 
therefore, unlikely that the current debate will one day be resolved on 
empirical grounds. 

It should be reiterated, in closing this chapter, that whether they 
take place on the domestic or the international level, political dis- 
cussions can never be reduced to a sparring match between two 
impermeable camps. Ordinary citizens and experts alike defend ideas 
that often straddle the discourses of the satisfied and of the critics. For 
example, the left-leaning American economist Jeffrey Sachs, head of 
the UN Millennium Project, denounces the international community’s 
meagre efforts in the fight against poverty, while at the same time 
hailing the benefits of the opening up of markets.’ On the other hand, 
Martin Wolf, generally associated with the right, insists on the 
beneficial role of transnational corporations, yet condemns the hy- 
pocrisy of the rich countries’ agricultural policies.”' Clearly, the global 
political debate is traversed by an infinite number of nuances. Without 
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denying the relevance of analyzing all those nuances, it was not our 
intention to summarize them here, since such a summary would have 
necessarily remained incomplete. Our purpose, rather, has been to 
illuminate the basic positions that both dominate and structure the 
public sphere. To that end, the ideal-type narratives of the right and 
the left provide an unmatched conceptual roadmap. 


A. The rise of the modern state 
system (1776-1945) 


The opposition between the left and the right did not emerge spon- 
taneously. The debate as we know it took shape gradually, out of the 
protracted conflict over the construction of the modern state system. 
With the rise of liberalism, a world of overlapping hierarchies was 
gradually challenged by a new one defined by the intrinsic equality of 
all able-bodied adult men. Disagreements about the exact meaning of 
this newly affirmed common citizenship were unavoidable, however, 
and they became inherent in most, if not all, public deliberations. 

This chapter retraces the evolution of the opposition between the 
left and the right over the period between the American Revolution in 
1776 and the end of the Second World War in 1945. In this long era of 
transition, the modern state as we know it, a legitimate bureaucratic 
and political apparatus presiding over a relatively vast territory, came 
into being. So did the modern state system, conceived as an inter- 
national arrangement of stable relationships between sovereign units. 
The period encompassed here is rich in events which obviously cannot 
be analyzed in any exhaustive manner. Our aim is simply to offer a 
better understanding of the ubiquity of left-right debates, by showing 
how they shaped political views over a range of critical questions 
across the world. Four themes, central to this period when the modern 
state and state system were built, are considered: democracy, peace 
and war, capitalism and socialism, and the colonial enterprise. 

The first theme concerns democracy. Long despised as an unwork- 
able and dangerous political regime, the rule of the people became a 
powerful rallying cry in the wake of the American and French Revo- 
lutions, at the end of the eighteenth century. How this new political 
system would be organized remained, however, far from clear. Con- 
flicts, revolutions, and counter-revolutions gradually determined the 
institutional contours of democracy in the Western world. At the 
same time, ongoing debates defined two sides: one continued to 
privilege hierarchy and order; the other put more faith in equality and 
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popular rule. Gradually, these two camps constituted the modern left 
and right. 

A similar antinomy opposed, in the international arena, those who 
viewed the world as a democracy writ large, a society of sovereign 
peoples governed by similar principles and able to cooperate in peace, 
and those who clung to a more traditional, hierarchical vision of 
international relations, whereby only power, military strength and, 
when necessary, war could provide security. In the latter perspective, 
even democratic revolutions, should they happen, could not transform 
the ways of a world condemned to remain an anarchical society, 
prone to violence and governed by force. 

By the end of the nineteenth century, two new dimensions were 
added to these conflicts, in response to the worldwide expansion of 
capitalism. First, the debate about democracy and equality was 
extended into a debate about the organization of production and 
distribution, pitting conservatives and liberals, both favorable to 
capitalism, against socialists of various stripes. This opposition 
transformed party politics and shaped, too, the world of work and 
industrial relations. Second, on a world scale, the debate about force 
and order also became one about imperialism and colonialism, thus 
including, at least implicitly, the fate of peoples outside Europe and 
the white-settler colonies. 

Democracy, peace and war, capitalism and socialism, and the colo- 
nial enterprise: these four themes are rarely presented in an inter- 
connected fashion when they are examined by historians. The four 
questions, however, involved several common principles, and they 
were intimately connected, as core issues in the long political conflict 
out of which the modern left and right were constructed. It took fierce 
ideological battles to give a definite contour to these two broader 
visions, but the disagreements that were then defined proved coherent, 
and they are still with us today. 


Democracy 


Until 1776, nothing resembling a national democratic regime existed 
in the world.' In some merchant cities of Europe and in a few remote 
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peasant communities, there were forms of collective rule that prefig- 
ured democracy, but these were fairly limited in scope. Demands for 
popular rule and rights also emerged in rural and urban rebellions, 
but they remained few and far between, and more or less inarticulate. 
The main demands voiced on these occasions concerned distribution, 
not representation, and certainly not representation as it is under- 
stood today. None of these movements, observes political philosopher 
C. B. Macpherson, “however enraged, would think that its aims could 
be achieved by its getting the vote.”” Such rebellions normally were 
defeated by force and severely repressed. 

Democracy, then, had a bad name. Understood as a form of direct 
rule by the people, this type of regime was overwhelmingly seen as 
“illegitimate in theory” and “disastrous in practice.” The independent 
city-states of thirteenth-century Italy, for instance, had citizen repre- 
sentation, elected magistrates, and the rule of law, but they were 
viewed as republican, not democratic systems of governance.* In 
the British Isles, the civil wars of the seventeenth century primarily 
opposed social classes divided by religion and interest, not by dis- 
agreements over the political regime as such. These violent conflicts 
generated a new configuration of political forces and institutions that 
was justified in terms of legitimacy and rights, not as a form of de- 
mocracy. Articulating the preoccupations of men of small property and 
of independent producers, the Levellers did have a democratic program 
calling for a written constitution, an “Agreement of the People,” and 
regular and fair elections. They too were defeated, however.” 

The real breakthrough came with the American Revolution. Set in a 
new society with rather fluid political structures, this revolution gave 
rise to a new republic and an unprecedented vision of popular liberties 
and constitutional rights. At first, the republic was not understood as a 
democracy, the old notion being identified with direct popular rule in 
small communities, as well as with instability and excess. A republic, 
explained James Madison in 1787 in the Federalist Papers, differs 
from a democracy in two respects. First, it is of a much larger size, 
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both in territory and population. Second, it delegates government to 
a small number of citizens, chosen as representatives of the larger 
community and held accountable by various mechanisms, regular 
elections being the most important.° A new form of government was 
being created, representative democracy, which in due course would 
be simply referred to as democracy, without the negative connotations 
long associated with the ancient Greek word. 

The establishment of this new political regime was the subject of 
intense debates throughout the American states, regarding the appro- 
priate forms of the institutions, the principles at stake, and the type of 
society that could be fostered by democratic rule. Subjects of dis- 
agreement were multiple, but early on an opposition divided those 
who saw democratic equality as an equality of opportunity among 
free individuals in an open process, and those who insisted on results 
as well, and sought living conditions as equal as possible. The first 
feared excessive popular demands, threats to property rights, and an 
alliance with revolutionary France. The second worried about the rise 
of a new aristocracy backed up by a strong state and a standing army, 
and the “Anglicization” and corruption of American government.’ 

Initially, this ideological division did not give rise to a partisan 
cleavage, because there were no formal political parties in the new 
democracy. It was not long, however, before the two sides organized 
into coherent parties. In the election of 1796, voters could choose 
between the Federalists led by George Washington, John Adams, and 
Alexander Hamilton, and the Republicans of Thomas Jefferson. An 
aristocrat and slave-owner worried by commerce and industrializa- 
tion, Jefferson was an ambiguous figure, and some have portrayed 
him as driven more by the interests of landowners than by an ideal of 
equality. In the end, however, Jefferson proved to be a pragmatic 
politician. He built a party, reached out to city voters, and defined a 
politics that “had a more popular, egalitarian impetus” than that of 
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the Federalists.” In the following years, Jefferson’s Republicans would 
virtually eliminate the Federalists, but the opposition was reborn with 
the split of the remaining party into a Democratic and a Republican 
faction. American politics had become competitive and divided for 
good over the nature and meaning of democracy. The country’s public 
opinion, wrote Alexis de Tocqueville in 1831, “is divided into a 
thousand minute shades of difference upon questions of detail,” but 
the more we look at the contending parties, “the more do we per- 
ceive that the object of the one is to limit, and that of the other to 
extend, the authority of the people.” '° 

At about the same time, in 1789, the French Revolution produced 
a more dramatic, sharper division over equality and democracy. The 
starting point, a hierarchical society composed of three distinct estates — 
the Church, the nobility, and the common people — was quite different 
from that of the United States. To create a democracy in such a context, 
the French had to make an even more radical break with the past. 
Politically, this break was realized through the creation of the National 
Assembly and the Declaration of the Rights of Man and the Citizen in 
1789. Ideologically, it was accomplished most remarkably by the 
publication in the same year of What is the Third Estate? by Emmanuel 
Joseph Sieyés. The Third Estate, wrote Sieyés, is “everything;” even 
though so far it has been “nothing.” Without the common people, the 
two other estates, and indeed the country, simply could not exist. 
Nothing would be produced or accomplished. Without the Church and 
the nobility, on the other hand, everything would work. Indeed the 
country would do better.'' Equality was posed as the core issue from 
the outset. What was at stake was the very constitution of society, in 
social classes whose interests were seen as antagonistic. In a deeply 
hierarchical society, such an egalitarian vision could not prevail without 
a clash. Indeed, more than a hundred years of violent civil and inter- 
national conflicts would be necessary to sort out the consequences of 
the French Revolution. 

Political philosopher John Dunn summarizes these conflicts with 
the words of Filippo Michele Buonarroti, a Tuscan aristocrat who 
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participated in the battles of the time. The French Revolution, 
explained Buonarroti, basically opposed the “order of egoism,” focused 
on personal interests, commerce, and “the English doctrine of the 
economists,” to the “order of equality,” which sought to achieve 
genuine social equality.'* In the short run, what Buonarroti called the 
“order of egoism” won, and a strong aristocratic impulse remained 
within the new democratic order. But the conflict was there to stay, and 
in fact it spread all over Europe. Everywhere on the continent, notes 
Dunn, democracy remained “a fiercely divisive political category.” '” 

The struggles over democracy opposed revolutionaries and counter- 
revolutionaries, republicans and monarchists, the reds and the whites, 
and, increasingly, two sides seen as the left and the right. For many 
advocates of order, even representative democracy appeared suspect. 
By 1815, at the end of the Napoleonic wars, democratic advances 
had been defeated all over continental Europe, and authoritarianism 
prevailed everywhere. '* Popular sovereignty and individual rights had 
to be established or re-established inch by inch, with a number of 
advances and retreats, well into the twentieth century. 

Democracy as such, then, was the core issue. Movements and 
parties in favor of change mobilized against aristocratic, monarchist, 
or authoritarian forces, and they fought for the right to vote, the secret 
ballot, and accountable executives, as well as for national independ- 
ence or unity.'> Responsible government and universal suffrage were 
the emblematic issues of this long battle. At the turn of the nineteenth 
century, responsible government without suffrage qualifications was 
the main goal. In Britain, for instance, property, tax, or trade require- 
ments restricted the vote to about 15 percent of adult males. In the 
United States and Canada, where landownership was less concen- 
trated, similar rules entitled up to 80 percent of adult white males to 
vote.'° In France, universal male suffrage and responsible government 
came together in 1877, at a time when the call for universal suffrage 
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was becoming more forceful. Indeed, between 1877 and 1920, most 
countries of Western Europe removed the remaining barriers to uni- 
versal male suffrage, under pressures from the rising working class, 
and against the wishes of conservative social forces and political 
parties.'’ At the beginning of the twentieth century, some democracies 
broke down and turned to authoritarianism, but in democracies the 
conflict over the right to vote continued, first to include women, and 
then other excluded groups. In most democracies, women acquired 
the vote around the time of the First World War, but the process was 
neither easy nor uniform. In Switzerland, for instance, one of the first 
democratic countries, this right was not established until 1971. 
Similarly, blacks in the United States were not allowed to exercise 
fully their right to vote until 1965.'° 

The object of the conflict was democracy, but the principle at stake 
was equality. It was indeed to achieve fully the political equality 
promised by liberalism that the left sought reforms, and its political 
success was closely tied to the actual equality that existed in a country.'” 
On the other side, arguments were defined around the recognition of 
merit, the protection of property, the importance of traditions, and 
the risks of disorder and anarchy.” Through this basic opposition, the 
left and right as we now know them gradually took shape. 


Peace and war 


From the outset, this debate between the left and the right had inter- 
national implications. The fight over democracy was also a conflict 
about the nature of the world order. On the left, proponents of 
equality and popular rule championed national sovereignty, coope- 
ration among free peoples, and peace. On the right, defenders of the 
status quo preferred a stable international order governed by the most 
powerful states, by military strength, and, when necessary, by war. 
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Against absolutist monarchies claiming divine right, democrats 
opposed the idea of a state created by a social contract among free and 
rational men.*' Anchored in reason and popular will, this new state 
would be much less likely to seek wars than the old regimes. “The 
spirit of monarchy is war and enlargement of dominion,” wrote 
Montesquieu in 1748, “peace and moderation are the spirit of a 
republic.”** Republics, explained German philosopher Immanuel Kant, 
favor peace because they are based on reason and popular consent. “If 
the consent of the citizens is required in order to decide that war 
should be declared,” he argued in his Project for a Perpetual Peace 
(1795), “nothing is more natural than that they would be very cau- 
tious in commencing such a poor game, decreeing for themselves all 
the calamities of war....But, on the other hand, in a constitution 
which is not republican, and under which the subjects are not citizens, 
a declaration of war is the easiest thing in the world to decide upon, 
because war does not require of the ruler, who is the proprietor and 
not a member of the state, the least sacrifice of the pleasures of his 
table, the chase, his country houses, his court functions, and the like.””° 

For the left, war was “rooted in the vested interests of the ruling 
classes.”** As such, it would be difficult to vanquish, even though it 
appeared “inherently evil and often also foolish.”*” In a world marred 
by inequality and ruled by “the law of the strongest,” noted Jean- 
Jacques Rousseau in his own Project towards a Perpetual Peace (1760), 
reason, justice, and peace would not prevail easily. Initiating a long 
intellectual and political tradition, Rousseau insisted that equality 
constituted a prerequisite for peace.”° 

These views about reason, equality, democracy, and peace were 
pre-eminent in revolutionary France. Threatened by the monarchies of 
Europe, the French Constituent Assembly did prepare for war, but the 
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aim was only to defend the revolution against its enemies. In May 
1790, the Assembly proclaimed: “the French nation renounces the 
undertaking of any war with a view to making conquests, and it will 
never use its forces against the liberty of any people.”*’ Initially, even 
the annexation of adjacent territories where there was strong popular 
support for the Revolution, such as Nice and Savoy, seemed objec- 
tionable to revolutionaries fearful of a policy of conquest. Gradually, 
however, the doctrine of France’s “natural frontier” and the idea of 
granting “fraternity and aid to all peoples who wish to recover their 
liberty” displaced these initial doubts.** The French armies “saw 
themselves not as conquerors but as liberators, at the service of a 
universal ideal of liberty, equality, and fraternity,” and in many 
regions of Europe they were indeed welcomed by republican forces.”” 

With Napoléon’s coup d’état in 1799, this revolutionary impulse 
was stopped. Authoritarianism prevailed over democracy, liberation 
gave way to plunder and conquest, and reforms outside France were 
imposed rather than enabled.*° By 1812, Napoléon had created an 
empire that covered most of Europe. Two years later, this over- 
extended empire was defeated, and a new world order was fashioned, 
primarily by the United Kingdom, Austria, Prussia, and Russia.’! 
From then on, the monarchies of Europe stressed the need to prevent 
revolution and disorder, and put forward their own worldview, 
anchored in the conventional notions of reason of state and balance of 
power. In 1830, Austria’s State Chancellor, Metternich, succinctly 
summarized the dominant ideology of his times: “In no epoch of 
modern history has society been presented with more dangers than in 
the present, because of the upheaval in France. The true...and last 
anchor left for the welfare of Europe lies in the understanding between 
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the great powers, based on the conservative foundations of their 
happy and grand alliance.” ** 

The worldview of the right rested less on abstract ideals than on 
pragmatic political considerations. It reflected, as well, a more skep- 
tical view of human reason and democracy.** In this perspective, best 
articulated by Prussian military thinker Carl von Clausewitz, peace 
was merely the temporary absence of war. It was unlikely to last 
because political interests would always differ, and war was “a con- 
tinuation of political intercourse, carried on with other means.” ** 
War was “part of man’s social existence.” It was a “clash between 
major interests, which is resolved by bloodshed — that is the only 
way in which it differs from other conflicts.”*” For Clausewitz, only 
military force could fashion the world order. At most, “attached to 
force” were “certain self-imposed, imperceptible limitations hardly 
worth mentioning, known as international law and custom, but they 
scarcely weaken it.”*° The German empire led by Chancellor Otto 
von Bismarck became the incarnation of this conservative, balance-of- 
power diplomacy, based on military strength, war readiness, and 
alliances. This realist approach was successful in so far as there were 
no major wars in Europe between 1871 and 1914.°” 

International affairs, argued conservative intellectuals, could not be 
governed by reason and morality because the world was an anarchical 
society where might made right. As Bismarck observed, the best way 
to preserve peace was to prepare for war. Politicians on the right, 
then, generally favored a strong military, and preferred to shield it as 
much as possible from the control of parliaments, always liable to 
reduce commitments and expenditures. In line with the right’s belief 
in discipline and hierarchy, the military was also valued as a molder 
of fit and patriotic men, and as an anchor for social order. 

The conservative politics of the nineteenth century could not pre- 
vent the rise of a vision of world order that was critical of the very idea 
of peace through force. Indeed, many strands of thought converged to 
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update and reinforce the pacifist point of view initially defined by 
Rousseau and Kant. First, the progress of trade led many to believe, in 
Britain in particular, that commercial exchanges and prosperity would 
make war irrelevant and bring about international cooperation and 
peace. “Free Trade,” emphasized Richard Cobden MP in the 1840s, 
“is God’s diplomacy, and there is no other certain way of uniting 
people in bonds of peace.”°* Second, liberal and national principles 
made the primacy granted to power in international affairs increas- 
ingly dubious. Such principles were actively promoted by peace 
societies and the international peace movement that emerged in the 
first half of the nineteenth century.*’ These early social movements 
insisted that princes and autocrats, not peoples, were the ones who 
launched wars; that democratic choice, not secret arrangements 
among the great powers, should determine the destiny of nations; and 
that a world ruled by public opinion would most certainly be a 
peaceful world.*° Third, if reason and freedom could bring about new 
regimes on a national scale, they could probably work the same way 
on a world scale. International law and institutions, in particular, 
should make a lasting peace possible. The creation of the League of 
Nations in 1919 was premised on this belief in rationality, law, and 
democracy.*! The First World War cast doubt on the idea that citizens 
and workers would be reluctant to go to war against other citizens 
and workers, but the left’s internationalist perspective nonetheless 
remained influential. 

The left, wrote E. H. Carr, a man of liberal orientation who ended 
up writing a realist book during the inter-war period, believes in 
“reason.” Unlike the right, Carr also contended, it is optimistic about 
human nature, the power of ideas, and the possibilities of inter- 
national cooperation.** For the left, then, military power appeared 
much less appealing and necessary than it did for the right. First, from 
a democratic perspective, free citizens, not armies, should decide the 
fate of nations. Second, a just world should not grant privileges on the 
basis of force. If men were equal, then nations should also be equal, 
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whatever their size or military strength.** Third, as the incarnation of 
order and hierarchy, and often as the privileged realm of the aris- 
tocracy, the army was rarely a cherished institution on the left. Typ- 
ically, progressives sought to reduce military expenditures, increase 
parliamentary control over the army, and democratize recruitment 
and promotions. Armies, remarked historian Alfred Vagts, “have seen 
their enemies on the Left, just as the Left has come to view them as 
foes.”** 

When threatened, a progressive regime would be best defended not 
by a traditional army, but by the nation itself. “The ‘nation in arms’,” 
stated French socialist Jean Jaurés in 1914, “represents the system best 
calculated to realize national defense.”*° As the expression of dem- 
ocracy, the “nation in arms” would pursue just ends and contribute to 
bring peace. The best approach, however, was still to avoid military 
engagement. Up to July 1914, Jaurés advocated a general strike to 
oppose France’s entry into war. At the end of that month, however, 
the socialist leader was assassinated by a right-wing militant and, 
soon after, his party rallied to support the national war effort like the 
rest of the left in Europe.*° In the 1930s, most on the left also accepted, 
albeit reluctantly, the necessity to fight Nazi Germany, a regime that 
embodied a radical form of right-wing authoritarianism, racism, and 
militarism. In parallel, in the Soviet Union, Stalin used the doctrine of 
“socialism in one country” to reconcile the internationalist roots of 
the revolution with the more proximate goals of consolidating the 
regime and preparing for total war, in a context of impending military 
threat.*” 

Overall, the inclination of liberals, social-democrats, and socialists 
remained to resist militarism and war, in opposition to parties of the 
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right, which were more fatalist. With the rise of socialism in the late 
nineteenth century, this pacifist standpoint was reinforced by a distinct 
understanding of the inherent unity of the international working class. 
War, argued the socialists, served only the interests of the bourgeoisie, 
and workers should oppose it, and go on strike if necessary.** By the 
turn of the century, socialism had become the dominant political 
stream on the left. 


Capitalism and socialism 


In the nineteenth century, the most important revolution was not 
political but economic. With the spread of democracy and the rise of 
liberal nationalism, there were undoubtedly major political upheavals, 
but nothing compared to the Industrial Revolution which originated 
in the United Kingdom. Throughout this period of buoyant expan- 
sion, unprecedented wealth was created and entire societies were 
restructured. 

Between 1500 and 1820, the economy of the United Kingdom had 
grown faster than most economies in the world, at a rate of almost 
1 percent a year (0.80 percent compared to a world average of 0.32 
percent). From 1820 to 1870, this growth rate more than doubled 
to reach 2.05 percent per year, compared to a global rate of 0.93 
percent.*” On an annual basis, such an increase in growth may appear 
modest, but accumulated over five decades it produced major trans- 
formations. In fifty years, the per capita income of Britain almost 
doubled, rising from $1,706 to $3,190 (1990 dollars). By 1870, with 
2.5 percent of the world’s population, the United Kingdom accounted 
for 9 percent of world production.°° 

Science and technological innovations contributed significantly to 
this process of economic change, which gradually spread to Germany, 
France, and the United States. The steam engine, in particular, multi- 
plied the productive capacity of a number of industries. Overall, how- 
ever, the techniques in use remained relatively simple, and production 
continued to be predominantly labor-intensive. The revolution was in 
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fact less technological than social. It stemmed from the mobilization 
of large numbers of workers and machines in factories producing on a 
continuous basis for the market. A new society was thus born, defined 
by two classes, workers who owned nothing but the labor they could 
sell for wages, and capitalist employers driven to innovate and invest 
by competition and by the search for profit.”! 

Capitalism was triumphant and, with it, a political creed that came 
to occupy a central place in the vision of the right: laissez-faire. 
Introduced in the eighteenth century by the French physiocrats, the 
idea of laissez-faire was refined by Scottish political economist Adam 
Smith. In The Wealth of Nations (1776), Smith explained that gen- 
erally, an individual “intends only his own gain, and he is in this, as in 
many other cases, led by an invisible hand to promote an end which 
was no part of his intention....By pursuing his own interest he fre- 
quently promotes that of the society more effectually than when he 
really intends to promote it.”°* 

As a reformist and moral philosopher, Adam Smith foresaw the 
tensions that could arise with the advent of a market society.’ 
“Wherever there is great property,” he observed, “there is great 
inequality ...the affluence of the few supposes the indigence of the 
many.” Following John Locke, Smith sided with the owner of valuable 
property, “which is acquired by the labour of many years, or perhaps 
of many successive generations” against the potential “injustice” of 
the poor, the owner’s “unknown enemies.” Still, Smith admitted that 
“civil government, so far as it is instituted for the security of property, 
is in reality instituted for the defence of the rich against the poor, or of 
those who have some property against those who have none at all.”°* 
Smith’s followers, it must be said, tended to be less concerned by 
inequality. The Rev. Thomas Robert Malthus, for one, presented 
poverty as a necessary check to prevent population growth from 
exceeding nature’s capacity to provide for food. 
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In the nineteenth century, the /aissez-faire approach became encom- 
passing. Starting as an argument against the excessive interventions of 
the mercantilist state, it developed into a full-fledged vision of society, 
favorable to a free labor market, to a monetary system governed by 
the gold standard, and to free trade.°? The promotion of a market 
for labor proved particularly critical because it concerned the very 
organization of society. Jean-Baptiste Say in France and David 
Ricardo in the United Kingdom advocated the “fair and free compe- 
tition of the market” for labor, so that wages could rise and fall with 
demand and supply. If demand proved insufficient and wages fell 
below subsistence levels, some of the poor would “perish,” but the 
labor supply would then decline and, as a consequence, wages would 
rise again. It is certainly “a great unhappiness to be poor,” observed 
Say, “but it is an even greater unhappiness to be surrounded by people 
as poor as oneself.”°° In this perspective, it was in the interest of the 
poor to let the rich progress, since only the rich could employ them. 

In 1834, the parliament of the United Kingdom adopted the Poor 
Law Amendment Act, which abolished previous forms of relief for the 
poor and left them with a choice between market wages and forced 
labor in workhouses. In 1844, the Bank Charter Act granted the Bank 
of England the exclusive power to issue banknotes and demanded that 
new banknotes be backed by gold, a measure that introduced an 
automatic, market-like mechanism for monetary regulation. In 1846, 
the Corn Laws were repealed, signaling the victory of free trade over 
protectionist arguments.’’ “By the middle of the nineteenth century,” 
notes Eric Hobsbawm, “government policy in Britain came as near 
laissez-faire as has ever been practicable in a modern state.”°* Else- 
where in Europe, transformations were less radical but they proceeded 
along similar lines. 

On the left, of course, industrial capitalism, laissez-faire, and the 
“invariable laws of nature” were not perceived as positively. Over a 
century, wages and working-class living standards would rise with 
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economic growth but much misery was created in the process.°’ Work 
in the new industries was hard, unhealthy, and poorly paid. Women 
and children as well as men worked extremely long hours, often in 
cruel conditions. In a time when workers mostly walked to work, 
industrial life also brought families to dwell in miserable housing, 
packed into dense, dirty, polluted, and ill-equipped urban centers. 
“Every day that I live,” wrote an American visitor in Manchester in 
1845, “I thank Heaven that I am not a poor man with a family in 
England.”°° In 1832, the squalid conditions of British cities contrib- 
uted to a cholera epidemic that killed around 31,000 persons. Between 
1845 and 1850, famine killed up to a million people in Ireland, and 
brought two million more to leave for England, where they contrib- 
uted to depress the lowest wages.°! 

Gradually, industrial workers were coming together and organiz- 
ing, to protest such conditions. From the 1820s to the 1840s, riots, 
strikes, and protests multiplied in Britain and on the continent, and a 
number of working-class, trade unionist, and socialist movements 
emerged. Workers fought for better labor conditions, for the right to 
organize freely, and for the vote.°* Intellectuals such as Henri de 
Saint-Simon, Robert Owen, and Pierre Proudhon proposed socialist 
objectives for this new age, based on the idea that all human beings 
were equal in worth and entitled to the same rights. In their view, only 
the replacement of capitalist exploitation by socialism could make it 
possible to fully realize social justice and equality.°’ These early 
socialists anticipated many of the conclusions that would soon be 
developed by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels. Their standpoint, 
however, tended to be ethical and utopian more than analytical, and 
their politics hesitated between reformism and conspiracy. Marx and 
Engels broke with this tradition in both respects. They offered an 
elaborate explanation of the economic and social forces at work in a 
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modern capitalist economy, and they put forward an ambitious pol- 
itical strategy to bring about a revolution, based on the international 
organization of the working class.°* 

In Capital (1867), Marx argued, like Smith and Ricardo before him, 
that labor was the source of all value. For him, though, this reality 
implied that the capitalist appropriation of labor was inherently 
exploitative since wage earners necessarily lost the surplus they pro- 
duced. “Capital is dead labour, that, vampire-like, only lives by 
sucking living labour, and lives the more, the more labour it sucks.”°° 
This exploitation was bound to expand, because it was driven by 
competition and the laws of accumulation. Capitalism transformed 
the world in an apparently unstoppable process: “The bourgeoisie 
cannot exist without constantly revolutionising the instruments of 
production, and thereby the relations of production, and with them 
the whole relations of society. ... The need of a constantly expanding 
market for its products chases the bourgeoisie over the entire surface 
of the globe. It must nestle everywhere, settle everywhere, establish 
connexions everywhere.”°° In the end, however, capitalist accumu- 
lation would prove self-defeating. First, the laws of capital would 
engender increasingly severe economic crises, because competition 
and the use of capital-intensive technologies would tend to lower the 
rate of profit, concentrate property, and depress the demand for 
goods. Second, an increasingly united working class would revolt and 
bring about socialism and, later, communism. A confrontation between 
the bourgeoisie and the working class was indeed bound to come.°” 
“The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class 
struggles,” wrote Marx and Engels in the Communist Manifesto. This 
vision of class conflicts clearly demarcated them from earlier social- 
ists. Equality would not be achieved through education and reform, or 
through conspiracies, but rather through the organization of a broad 
and international working-class movement. 
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In 1864 in London, the International Workingmen’s Association, 
later known as the First International, was founded. In the following 
decades, socialist parties progressed considerably, obtained the right 
to vote for male workers, and took up to 40 percent of the vote in 
national elections. Trade unions also grew remarkably, in the context 
of less repressive labor laws, and they organized into federations, 
often in association with socialist parties.°® When the Second Inter- 
national was formed in 1889, it was less the expression of a variety of 
small radical movements than a federation of powerful parties. 

As these parties gained ground, the key question became one of 
strategy. Should socialists participate in electoral politics and seek 
power through regular means? A victory seemed probable given the 
numerical importance of the working class, but would the bourgeoisie 
accept defeat, and let socialists abolish its privileges? Despite certain 
doubts, throughout Europe the parliamentarian strategy prevailed, 
often with much success. In Germany, Austria, Finland, Sweden, 
Norway, Denmark, and Belgium, social democrats became the domi- 
nant party between the beginning of the twentieth century and the 
1930s.°” The Soviet Revolution of 1917, however, brought the 
revolutionary strategy back to the forefront and soon opened a major 
schism on the left. Already divided by the First World War and unable 
to maintain the Second International, social democrats were further 
weakened by the creation of a Third International led by Moscow in 
1919, and the emergence across Europe of new communist parties 
dedicated to revolution.”” These divisions within the left did not 
prevent trade unions and socialist parties winning political conces- 
sions in the 1920s, and they did not alter either the basic nature of the 
conflict between the left and the right. The right advocated Iaissez- 
faire and the market economy, in spite of the Great Depression of the 
1930s, while the left fought for socialism, whether through a reformist 
or a more radical road. 

The rise of organized labor and the new threat represented by the 
Bolsheviks engendered a hardening on the right. In many countries, 
authoritarian governments restrained democracy in the name of 
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anti-communism and social order. More importantly, fascist regimes 
emerged in Italy and Germany that delineated a new and radical right- 
wing project, putting forward a previously unseen mix of conser- 
vative values, mass mobilization, aggressive nationalism, militarism, 
and racism. However extreme and criminal, this project remained an 
avatar of the right’s fight against socialism. Without socialism, notes 
Hobsbawm, “there would have been no fascism.”’' 


The colonial enterprise 


The period between the American Revolution and the Second World 
War was also an age of worldwide Western expansion and domin- 
ation. This expansion climaxed between 1880 and 1914, when most 
of the world outside Europe and the Americas was under the formal 
or indirect rule of fewer than ten states (namely the United Kingdom, 
France, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, Belgium, the United States, 
and Japan). The entire Pacific and most of Africa were split into formal 
colonies of the great powers, most of Asia was divided into zones of 
influence, Latin America was in effect under American domination, and 
the main settlers’ colonies (Canada, Australia, New Zealand) belonged 
to the British Empire. 

It has often been argued that imperialism and colonialism defied the 
left-right cleavage, because they stemmed from a broad consensus 
among the elites of the great powers. This is partly true. The idea that 
Western societies were more “civilized” and bound to lead the world 
was indeed common, and it often led political actors and thinkers, on 
both the left and the right, to accept colonialism. Even among European 
socialists and pacifists, notes Partha Sarathi Gupta, “a condescending 
attitude to non-European civilizations and an implicit assumption of 
leadership” generally cohabited with “an abhorrence of colonial wars.” ”* 

The full picture, however, requires nuances. First, in the era of the 
American and the French Revolutions, a strong anti-colonial current 
was already associated with the left’s fight for democracy. Second, 
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even when they supported colonialism, European socialists tended 
to do so for the sake of social progress more than in the name of an 
inherent inequality between races. Third, at the beginning of the 
twentieth century, it was the left that led the fight against colonialism. 

In the eighteenth century, the philosophers of the Enlightenment 
proclaimed the unity of mankind, the moral equality of all humans, 
and the intrinsic value of the world’s different cultures. They also 
opposed imperial rule and colonialism, as well as slavery. Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau, Denis Diderot, and Immanuel Kant were clear on that count, 
and so were thinkers such as Adam Smith and Edmund Burke.” 
The French revolutionaries referred to the ideal of equality when they 
debated the fate of the colonies. “Your interest, that of Europe and 
that of the world demands that you do not hesitate and sacrifice a 
colony rather than a principle,” Dupont de Nemours told the National 
Assembly in 1791.” Pushed by revolts that shook the colonies, the 
National Convention abolished slavery in 1794, and it also ended 
colonial inferiority, making all inhabitants full French citizens. “Until 
now,” said Georges Danton to the Convention, “we have decreed 
freedom selfishly and for us only. Today, we proclaim... universal 
freedom.”’° Napoléon reversed these advances and re-established 
slavery and colonialism, but the clock was not turned back entirely. 
Led by Toussaint Louverture and later by Jean-Jacques Dessalines, 
Haiti became the first black independent republic in 1804. 

In the nineteenth century, this initial impulse against imperialism 
weakened and, in Europe at least, the necessity of colonialism became 
almost consensual. While denouncing its worst aspects, even liberals 
and socialists tended to approve the colonial entreprise. Many argu- 
ments seemed to justify imperial rule. First, with the development of 
communications and transportation, power politics increasingly took 
on a global dimension. Building an empire came to be seen as a direct 
corollary of a country’s influence and prestige in the world. “The 
future is with the great Empires” declared British colonial secretary 
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Joseph Chamberlain in 1902.’” Expansion, said Cecil Rhodes, the 
British-born South African who gave his name to Rhodesia — now 
Zimbabwe -— is everything, and a country “must take as many pieces 
of the world as possible.””* Indeed, inaction would only lead to the 
occupation of a territory by a rival power. The politics of abstention, 
affirmed Jules Ferry, probably the politician who best articulated 
France’s colonial ambition, could only lead to decay. France “must 
make its influence felt all over the world, and bring in everywhere 
possible its language, its way of life, its flag, its army, and its genius.””” 

Second, in an age of spectacular economic expansion, industrial 
nations felt the need to secure natural resources, markets for their 
goods, and opportunities for capital. At the turn of the twentieth 
century, J. A. Hobson noted that the word “imperialism” was “on 
everybody’s lips,” and that it had acquired a distinctly economic 
meaning.*° On the right, imperialism was perceived as a commercial 
and economic necessity. “Colonial policy,” explained Ferry, was “the 
daughter of industrial policy.” On the left, the same evolution was 
understood more critically, but it remained seen as_ basically 
unavoidable. In his famous essay on imperialism, Lenin presented it as 
the “highest stage of capitalism.”*' 

Third, colonialism was widely interpreted as a moral duty. The 
British referred to the “white man’s burden” and the French to their 
“civilizing mission.” At the 1884-85 Berlin Conference convened by 
European powers to regulate the division of Africa into colonies, 
European states insisted on the “preservation of the native tribes” 
and on the importance of “bringing home to them the blessings of 
civilization.”°* There was, of course, a paternalistic, even racist, 
dimension to this moral imperative, but the idea of bringing the 
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benefits of progress to the peoples of the world was also, up to a point, 
genuine. The moral ambiguity of colonialism appeared clearly in the 
1919 League of Nations Mandate system, which treated “peoples 
not yet able to stand by themselves” as “a sacred trust of civilization,” 
but also opened the door to equality and self-determination.** 

This ambiguity is best understood in light of the divergent readings 
the right and the left gave of imperialism, even at the peak of the 
colonial enterprise. On the right, the great powers seemed bound to 
dominate the world, because peoples were just too unequal. Why, 
asked French economist Paul Leroy-Beaulieu in 1874, should “the 
civilized people of the West... leave perhaps half the world to small 
groups of ignorant men, who are powerless, who are truly retarded 
children dispersed over boundless territories, or else to decrepit 
populations without energy and without direction, truly old men 
incapable of any effort, of any organized and far-seeing action?” ** 
The economic expansion of Europe, combined with what was inter- 
preted as scientific evidence in favor of racism — such as the idea of the 
“survival of the fittest” derived from Charles Darwin’s theory of 
evolution — tended to reinforce the right’s notion of a fundamentally 
unequal world.* Typically, on the left, inequality was understood less 
as a natural condition than as an injustice, bound to be challenged in 
due time. Karl Marx, for instance, viewed England as an “unconscious 
tool of history,” which was driven “by the vilest interests” and 
inflicted misery. But for him, colonialism also brought closer the day 
when a new Indian society would emerge, either when “in Great 
Britain itself the now ruling classes shall have been supplanted by the 
industrial proletariat, or [when] the Hindoos themselves shall have 
grown strong enough to throw off the English yoke altogether.” *° 

It was this vision of human equality that inspired the fight against 
colonialism, which lasted for a good part of the twentieth century 
and was primarily led by the left. In the South, the decolonization 
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movement was spearheaded by educated elites who sought national 
self-determination and modernization. They made some references to 
old values and cultural traits to obtain the support of traditional 
forces and to build new national identities, but their own orientation 
was secular, egalitarian, and, often, socialist.°” Mustafa Kemal Ata- 
tiirk, for instance, the founder and first president of the Republic of 
Turkey, favored a secular and modernist state, gender equality, and a 
culture more oriented toward Europe than the Islamic world, a pref- 
erence clearly expressed in the replacement of arabic script by the 
roman alphabet. Mahatma Gandhi’s fight for independence was 
likewise intimately connected to his desire to abolish the old caste 
system and transform Indian society. African leaders also defined their 
vision of pan-Africanism and national liberation in reference to 
socialism and communism.** In response to such developments, the 
initial indifference and paternalistic attitude of the Western left 
gradually gave place to an engagement in favor of decolonization. The 
final picture was not without contradictions, since many socialists 
clung to colonial views, but overall the liberation movements of the 
South found their best allies among socialists and communists, as well 
as within some humanitarian and Christian groups.*” 

In 1945, at the end of the Second World War, about a third of the 
world’s population still lived in territories identified by the United 
Nations as “non self-governing.” Three decades later, most of these 
territories had become independent countries and members of the UN 
General Assembly. “To go to the UN in 1962,” explained a former 
Jamaican ambassador, “for Jamaica to stand before the world and 
claim the right to participate and for other countries to do so, this 
was extraordinary.””” Today, less than two million people live in 
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“non self-governing” territories, mostly small islands.” ' It may be too 
soon, however, to conclude, as did Tanzanian president Julius Nyerere 
in 1990, that colonialism has become “almost a thing of the past.””* 
Indeed, the legacy of colonialism still lives within nation-states, in the 
unequal and difficult relationships between indigenous and non-native 
peoples.’ This question, however, would come to light later in time. 
It is a story for another chapter. 


Conclusion 


As they defined their contending visions, the political forces of the left 
and of the right constructed the modern world together. They fought 
over the meaning of democracy, disagreed on the necessity of war and 
on the possibility of peace, debated the respective merits of capitalism 
and socialism, and diverged in their interpretations of colonization and 
decolonization. The right preferred hierarchy and order to equality 
and participation, and it looked favorably at peace through force, to 
capitalism and laissez-faire, and to the colonial enterprise. The left 
demanded a more inclusive democratic politics, opposed war and 
military interventions in most circumstances, and advocated various 
stripes of socialism. It also appeared more critical toward imperialism 
and more supportive of decolonization. 

At times, this divide took violent, indeed extreme forms. Hitler was 
on the right, Stalin on the left. In many instances, however, the conflict 
between the left and the right was expressed in the language of 
democratic politics, through debates, popular actions, and electoral 
mobilizations. When this happened, the two sides often influenced 
one another to generate a new consensus. This was the case with the 
right to vote, with the creation of international organizations to sus- 
tain peace, with the development of social democracy as a com- 
promise between Iaissez-faire and socialism, and with decolonization. 
Yet in due course every new consensus would give rise to different 
lines of opposition, consistent with the broader politics of equality 
delineated by the left and the right. 
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5 The age of universality (1945-1980) 


At the end of the Second World War, the United States was in a unique 
position. As the unchallenged global power, it controlled about half of 
the world’s production, dominated in most technologies and resources, 
and disposed of a victorious and powerful army. “Today,” wrote 
British scholar Harold Laski in December 1947, “literally hundreds of 
millions of Europeans and Asiatics know that both the quality and the 
rhythm of their lives depend upon decisions made in Washington.” ! 
The Americans would indeed play a central role in the shaping of a 
postwar order governed by new international norms and institutions. 
Many uncertainties and tensions remained, however, some inherited 
from the unresolved conflicts of the inter-war years, others from the 
new alignment of forces that emerged from the war. 

Chief among these uncertainties was the challenge posed to the new 
hegemonic power by the rise and assertion of its former ally and now 
rival, the Soviet Union. “At the present moment in world history,” 
President Harry Truman told a joint session of Congress in March 
1947, “nearly every nation must choose between alternative ways of 
life...I believe that it must be the policy of the United States to 
support free peoples who are resisting attempted subjugation by 
armed minorities or by outside pressures.”* The Cold War conflict 
Truman announced was profound and universal. It defined what 
Kemal Dervis, former Turkish Minister of the Economy and then head 
of the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), aptly 
described as an enduring “global ideological battle.” “On the right,” 
explained Dervis, “there was, for want of a better word, ‘capitalism,’ 
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politically liberal or not, with a system of belief in private ownership, 
private entrepreneurship, and markets. On the left, there was Marxism, 
with rejection of private property of the means of production perceived 
as the source of exploitation and inequity, and the trust it placed in 
central planning as the best mechanism to allocate resources.”* 

In its most acute and dangerous form, this confrontation of “alter- 
native ways of life” generated an arms race that literally put in the 
balance the “fate of the earth.”* More generally, it gave rise to an East- 
West division that incorporated most other issues of international 
politics, and polarized positions on the right and on the left. Even 
decolonization and the birth of new states tended to be interpreted as 
battles in the war between communism and capitalism. In due course, 
however, the rise of poor nations and the question of development 
imposed their own logic, to define a distinctive North-South cleavage. 
Albeit in a different manner, this new conflict would also oppose 
progressives and conservatives. 

In comparison, the domestic politics of the countries that were not 
directly on the fracture line between the East and the West appeared 
relatively quiescent. Various expressions were used to characterize this 
state of affairs. Some authors spoke of a Keynesian consensus, others 
of a stable compromise between capital and labor. Most agreed that 
the new welfare state had pacified social relations, at least in advanced 
democracies. John Gerard Ruggie used the notion of “embedded lib- 
eralism” to connect these domestic settlements to the establishment of 
an open world market ruled by the dollar, and to underline the fact 
that rich countries successfully consolidated international market 
rules by embedding them into a framework of state intervention and 
social protection at home.° Using a telling image borrowed from 
Joseph Schumpeter, German political scientists Elmar Rieger and 
Stephan Leibfried explained that just as fast cars could be designed 
once good brakes had been invented, an open trade regime became 
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politically achievable once states knew how to guarantee social pro- 
tection to their citizens.° 

This being said, the consensual character of the postwar settlements 
should not be exaggerated. Even within the West, the gap between 
the left and the right remained important. In fact, when one looks 
attentively at the actual contours of embedded liberalism, what appears 
is less an encompassing consensus than further manifestations of 
the global ideological battle identified by Kemal Dervis. The terms of 
the debate were less extreme, but the dividing lines were basically the 
same. At home, political parties and social movements also fought 
over capitalism and socialism. 

The real novelty of the era was less in a putative consensus than in 
the scope of the debate. For the first time, politics became truly global. 
International negotiations included independent states from every 
continent and drew an unprecedented web of cleavages. All human 
beings were also recognized as citizens, endowed with basic demo- 
cratic and social rights. In 1948, the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights formally established “the equal and inalienable rights of all 
members of the human family.”’ In principle at least, it was becoming 
increasingly difficult to exclude persons on the basis of nationality, 
ethnicity, status, or gender. In the West, the emergence of encom- 
passing social programs gave a tangible meaning to this evolution, as 
it made universal social rights a core attribute of citizenship. This was 
indeed the age of universality. For almost four decades, the left and 
the right would debate the domestic and the international implications 
of this new vision, and argue over the mixed economy, the welfare 
state, the East-West conflict, and the North-South divide. 


The mixed economy 


The Great Depression of the 1930s shook the liberal order and radically 
undermined the Iaissez-faire doctrine. The dramatic fall of industrial 
production, the collapse of agricultural prices, and the lasting unem- 
ployment of up to a third of the labor force made the idea of an 
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efficient and self-regulating market increasingly hard to sustain. 
Lacking a clear understanding of the problem, governments inter- 
vened to shelter their producers from a market that no longer brought 
prosperity. Between 1931 and 1936, European and North American 
states regulated domestic markets, abandoned the gold standard, 
and raised tariff barriers. International trade and investments, which 
had grown steadily until then, fell drastically, and the idea of an open 
world market governed by laissez-faire simply collapsed.* 

Beyond the adoption of defensive measures, three broad courses of 
action seemed plausible. First, communism along Soviet lines, an option 
that appeared to be reinforced by the capacity of the USSR to keep 
growing in a receding world economy. Second, fascism, an orientation 
that claimed to move beyond the old opposition between capitalism 
and socialism, and also seemed able to bring economic recovery, at 
least in Germany. Third, a reformed liberal economy that promised to 
better balance market rules and state intervention into a combination 
that would become known as the “mixed economy.” 

The war sealed the fate of fascism, and the Cold War contained the 
expansion of communism, leaving the idea of a mixed economy dom- 
inant in most countries. This idea, however, raised many questions. In 
the 1930s and 1940s, governments had experimented with economic 
regulation, planning, collective bargaining, and social security, but these 
reforms had been more improvised than designed. Both experts and 
the general public feared in fact that the end of the world conflict would 
bring back a severe recession.” Among the issues left unresolved by the 
war, the most fundamental concerned the rules that would govern 
international exchanges, the extent to which social equality should be 
achieved, the specific role of the state in the economy, and the place of 
the working class in society.'° At the international level, a liberal trade 
regime rapidly prevailed, and domestically, as will be seen below, new 
welfare programs allowed states to combine the pursuit of economic 
growth with the quest for social justice. With respect to the state and 
the working class, two ideas also emerged that structured the debates 
between the left and the right: planning and collective bargaining. 
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The interest in planning predated the war, and it had many sources, 
some on the right, others on the left. Because planning supposed state 
intervention in the market, and because communist regimes governed 
their economy with five-year plans, the idea has in general been asso- 
ciated with the left. As Swedish economist Gunnar Myrdal noted, 
however, before the twentieth century there was little reference to this 
notion in the socialist tradition. Karl Marx, for one, had no use for 
the idea.'' Planning only came of age with the new century, first in 
business and then in war. 

In business, planning was introduced between the 1900s and the 
1920s with Frederick W. Taylor’s idea of scientific management. For 
Taylor, applied science and engineering could raise industrial pro- 
ductivity significantly and, in doing so, contribute to solve social conflicts 
over distribution. “What we need,” explained one of his followers, 
“is not more laws, but more facts, and the whole question will solve 
itself.”'* In the United States, in particular, private corporations 
seemed large enough to implement by themselves and voluntarily 
this sort of “social efficiency.” With its assembly line and mass pro- 
duction of a modest car for the average consumer, the Ford Motor 
Company pushed the logic a few steps further, and offered a fas- 
cinating model to European reformers of the left and of the right, 
captivated by what they called Fordism and Americanism. Mean- 
while, during the First World War, German engineers and heads of 
industry, Walther Rathenau and Wichard von Moellendorf, success- 
fully organized their country’s production and distribution to sustain 
the war effort, thus broadening the scope of scientific management 
and planning to an entire society. 

In revolutionary Russia, Lenin and his economic advisors took 
notice. The Soviet Union would emulate the Taylor system “and adapt 
it to our purposes.”'° In Europe, planning also appealed to the left, 
because its reliance on the power of the state seemed to push back 
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laissez-faire and prepare the ground for socialism.'* On the right 
there was more reluctance, but planning often seemed unavoidable. 
For instance, in Italy and Germany, the new fascist leaders promised 
to do away with state socialism and the planned economy, but they 
rapidly moved toward a command economy where the state effec- 
tively planned autarkic industrial development and war.'” Elsewhere, 
many on the liberal right could not resist, either, a scientific approach 
that promised to settle threatening social conflicts.'° 

When the war ended, planning became the order of the day. The 
Great Depression had discredited Jaissez-faire and both the reforms of 
the New Deal period and the efficiency of war economies suggested 
that state intervention could work. John Maynard Keynes’ new eco- 
nomic theory also supported the idea that enlightened macro-economic 
management could prevent damaging business cycles and sustain full 
employment and prosperity. The left and the right did not agree, 
however, on the extent of state intervention in the new mixed econ- 
omy. Overall, the left wished to nationalize key industries and pursue 
extensive planning, and the right preferred as much market freedom 
as possible. 

The American debate was a case in point. Before the war was even 
over, conservatives organized to prevent what they saw as excessive 
state intervention. Business leaders, Republicans, and Southern 
Democrats mobilized to defeat the ambitious reforms implemented by 
Northern Democrats and New Deal bureaucrats during the thirties. 
Now dominant in Congress, the right denounced “statism,” and spoke 
of a looming “Communist state” that would eventually destroy “free 
enterprise” and the “American way of life.”'’ “The United States,” 
stressed Republican Congressman Jesse W. Wolcott of Michigan with 
an intriguing precision, was “now within 8 per cent of socialism.” '* In 
1946, conservatives defeated a Bill that would have committed the 
American government to maintain full employment. A year later, they 
adopted the Taft-Hartley Act, which circumscribed in a number of 
ways the power of trade unions and made it more difficult for the 
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labor movement to progress and expand.'” Planning would not become 
a public objective, except, as Charles Maier observes, “in a restricted 
sense,” as a market-oriented managerial imperative to solve distri- 
bution problems by increasing productivity.” Even Keynesian demand 
management was interpreted in a minimalist fashion, without an 
institutional commitment to achieve high levels of employment. 
The left, it must be said, was not always clear about the exact 
meaning of planning. In Britain, for instance, the Labour Party came 
to power in 1945 with a commitment to nationalize and plan, but 
little interest in Keynesian demand management.*' Labour’s idea of 
planning, however, remained vague and focused on short-term short- 
ages, and it faced significant opposition from businesses, but also from 
trade unions and from a public tired of wartime controls. Planning 
soon gave way to a more limited commitment in favor of Keynesian 
and welfare policies.** Similarly, the French left came out of the war 
with a rather abstract idea of planning, and ended up focusing on 
nationalizations and social programs.” Intriguingly, it was the refor- 
mist right that salvaged the planning idea in France, to reconstruct it 
in a liberal and modernist perspective, as a sort of “conspiracy in the 
public interest between big business and big officialdom.”** French 
planning, noted Peter Hall, “was designed to enhance the operation of 
the market rather than supersede it.”*” Likewise, in Japan “a conser- 
vative network of technologically advanced industry, finance, and the 
state bureaucracy [was] able to exploit the political exclusion of the 
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left and organized labor” to plan in favor of business, at the expense 
of workers and consumers.*° 

Planning was thus dreamed by the left but implemented by the 
right, in a market-conforming manner. In the South, new nations were 
all encouraged by development economists and by the United Nations 
to plan for a mixed economy, and most of them did, usually with the 
stated objective of combining growth with social justice.”’ In practice, 
however, as Canadian economist Ozay Mehmet observed, international 
and domestic elites favored inequality, and planned for growth rather 
than for equity, for industrialization rather than for rural develop- 
ment, and for the benefit of asset-holding groups rather than for that 
of income earners.*® 

Similar oppositions between the left and the right manifested them- 
selves in macro-economic management. John Maynard Keynes himself 
did not foresee these tensions. In British politics, Keynes was a Liberal, 
close to the center of the political spectrum. The economic approach 
he proposed distanced itself from both laissez-faire and socialism and, 
in his mind, was neither right nor left. The idea was to equip policy- 
makers adequately, with the right theory and the instruments necessary 
to regulate the business cycles and prevent both unemployment and 
inflation. Keynes’ standpoint was that of the government, or more 
precisely that of the Treasury, and he never doubted that once 
understood, the best policies would prevail.”” 
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Michal Kalecki, a Polish economist who was a contemporary of 
Keynes’ and independently arrived at similar policy conclusions, was 
much more skeptical about governments. Time proved him right. In 
an article published in 1943, Kalecki argued that even though full 
employment would allow business to maximize profits, it would meet 
strong political resistance because it would also change the balance 
of power in society. First, the need for private investments would 
decrease and corporations would become less privileged or influential. 
Second, macro-economic management would generate public invest- 
ments and enhance the role and prestige of the state. Third, a tight 
labor market would improve the bargaining position of workers and 
trade unions. In these circumstances, wrote Kalecki, we should expect 
less than optimal macro-economic policies, because business and 
conservative forces would call for restrictive policies as soon as the 
employment level rose, and only in true recessions would workers and 
the left succeed in obtaining policies favorable to growth.*° 

In the United States, this is precisely what happened after the 
Second World War. When he was elected president in 1952, Dwight 
D. Eisenhower stressed his belief in private initiative, and made lower 
taxes, a balanced budget, and the fight against inflation his utmost 
priorities. For eight years, the Republican president pursued these 
objectives relentlessly. Even with an inflation rate usually well below 
2 percent, Eisenhower privileged restrictive budgetary policies, to the 
detriment of employment and economic growth.*' Expansionary 
policies were only implemented after 1961, when the Democrats were 
back in strength in the White House and in Congress.’ 

The same pattern held in practically every country. Political parties 
of the right focused on low taxes, balanced budgets, and low inflation 
rates, at the expense of employment, and parties of the left favored 
income equality and redistribution, larger government budgets, and 
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high employment levels, rather than price stability.°’ In doing so, 
these parties were consistent with their basic ideological positions 
regarding equality. They also appealed to their core constituencies, 
unemployment being more threatening to income earners, more likely 
to be on the left, and inflation more disturbing for asset owners, 
usually closer to the political right. 

In the long run, these partisan choices made a difference. Douglas 
A. Hibbs, who has studied the question extensively, noted that in 
countries where social-democratic parties governed most of the time 
between 1945 and 1969, average unemployment rates remained low 
and average inflation rates high, whereas a dominance of the right 
over the same period engendered higher unemployment and lower 
inflation rates.** In the end, however, the “structural unemployment” 
that increasingly characterized the labor market in countries where 
the left was weak did not even assure price stability. By the beginning 
of the 1980s, the nations with the worst employment records had also 
become the most inflation-prone.*’ This was the case because con- 
servative governments were unable to build working compromises 
with organized labor. 

By conviction and often through explicit alliances, parties of the left 
were favorable to trade unions, which represented workers and sought 
a more egalitarian distribution of income. They also supported col- 
lective bargaining, understood as a key social mechanism in a mixed 
economy. Parties of the right, on the contrary, remained suspicious of 
trade unions and saw collective bargaining as an impediment to the 
free functioning of the labor market, and as a source of unwarranted 
privileges and rents. Over time, these ideological preferences found 
their way into labor laws and shaped the regulation of industrial 
relations. In countries where the left dominated, a legislative and 
political framework conducive to unionization was put in place, and 
union membership rose; where the right was stronger, laws offered 
fewer opportunities, and in fact often raised obstacles, and union 
membership declined. In social-democratic Sweden, for instance, 
78 percent of the workforce was unionized in 1973, and 94 percent in 
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1985. In the United States, these rates were only 25 percent in 1973, 
and down to 18 percent by 1985.°° 

These industrial relations orientations had macro-economic conse- 
quences. In countries where trade unions were strong and where the 
government remained committed to full employment, workers agreed 
to moderate their wage demands, so as to prevent inflation and avoid 
the use of restrictive policies that would have destroyed jobs. When 
unions were weak and confronted with recurrent recessions, on the 
other hand, organized labor used every occasion to push for imme- 
diate wage gains. This explains why countries governed by the left 
succeeded in consistently combining high employment levels with 
price stability, while those where the right prevailed ended up failing 
on both counts.*” 

Overall, the politics of the postwar years proved relatively favorable 
to planning and state intervention, to public investments and macro- 
economic management, and to trade unions and collective bargaining. 
The era of unbridled Jaissez-faire was over. The exact composition of 
the mixed economy nevertheless remained very much an object of 
contention between the left and the right. In the beginning, planning 
and nationalizations appeared most controversial. Soon, however, the 
debate shifted to the politics of macro-economic management and 
collective bargaining. Differences over these questions were serious 
and consequential. Debates often remained muted, though, because 
the issues involved often appeared technical or specialized. This was 
not so with another project that largely defined the era: the develop- 
ment of the welfare state. 


The welfare state 


In the beginning of the 1950s, hardly any country spent more than 
10 percent of its gross domestic product on social welfare programs. 
Thirty years later, the average welfare effort of OECD countries had 
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reached 20 percent of GDP, ranging from Sweden at 32 percent to 
Japan at 10 percent. The bulk of this transformation took place 
between 1960 and 1980, at a time when the economy itself was 
expanding rapidly.** Social transfers and services multiplied, coverage 
extended, and benefits improved, to provide the citizens of rich 
democracies with unprecedented social protection. 

Economic prosperity undeniably contributed to this evolution. 
Between 1950 and 1973, the “golden age” of postwar capitalism, the 
world economy grew at an unprecedented rate of 2.9 percent a year, 
compared to 0.9 percent between 1913 and 1950, and 1.3 percent 
during the age of expansion and empire, between 1870 and 1913. In 
the West, progress was even more spectacular, with growth rates of 
around 4 percent a year in the United States and Europe, and around 
8 percent in Japan.” Financial resources seemed readily available to 
improve social security, at a time when populations were relatively 
young and when well-paid and stable jobs were widely available. A 
new consensus had also emerged from the experience of worldwide 
depression and war, centered on an inclusive understanding of social 
citizenship. As stated in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 
all human beings deserved respect and dignity, and every citizen could 
claim social rights and expect some security. Concretely, this con- 
sensus was translated into national programs designed to protect the 
income of the standard household, a one-earner family headed by a 
male breadwinner.*” This convergence around the idea of income 
security gave rise to a new debate though, on the nature and extent of 
social protection in an advanced democracy. 

The welfare state did have antecedents, which went back to the 
nineteenth century. Interestingly, social insurance was first born as a 
conservative, indeed authoritarian project. Guided by Chancellor Otto 
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von Bismarck, German Emperor William I introduced health, indus- 
trial accident, and old age insurances in 1881, with the explicit objective 
of undermining popular support for socialism. “The cure of social 
ills,” he then explained to the Reichstag, “must not be sought exclusively 
in the repression of Social Democrats, but simultaneously in the 
positive advancement of the welfare of the working classes.”*! Early 
reforms were later implemented by Liberal-Labor coalitions and by 
Catholic parties, but the major breakthrough came with the Great 
Depression, when social programs definitively became associated with 
the left. In the 1930s and 1940s, parties of the left and the center-left 
introduced income security programs for the unemployed, the ill, and 
the elderly in many countries of Europe and North America.** The 
Second World War consolidated this evolution, and created the con- 
ditions for a full-fledged welfare state. 

The report on social insurance presented at the end of 1942 by 
British civil servant William Beveridge constituted a landmark in this 
respect. Originally intended as a technical inquiry on social insurance, 
the report captured the public imagination, in Britain and also abroad, 
by delineating the contours of a comprehensive and universal social 
protection regime. After the war, advocated Beveridge, the British 
state should attack “five giants on the road of reconstruction”: want, 
disease, ignorance, squalor, and idleness. To do so, the government 
should sustain full employment, provide family allowances, establish 
a comprehensive health service, and, most importantly, design a 
universal insurance system to protect all citizens from the main social 
risks, from the cradle to the grave.*’ The scope and the universality of 
Beveridge’s proposal responded perfectly to the dominant preoccu- 
pations of the time. His report was discussed all over the world, and it 
provided the conceptual foundations for what would become known 
as the welfare state. 

This vision of an inclusive world free of poverty was so powerful 
and popular that all British political parties accepted its broad out- 
lines. Important differences remained, however, over the meaning and 
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implications of the idea. The Labour Party was most enthusiastic. It 
made a priority of implementing rapidly, in three years, the entire 
project outlined by Beveridge, and it insisted on the universality of 
social insurances. The Conservatives remained more reluctant, and 
tended to prefer gradualism and selective programs, aimed specifically 
at the poor. For the left, social insurance stood as a key instrument to 
promote equality and the emergence of a fair society. For the right, 
these programs appeared more as necessary expedients, which risked 
burdening the state budget, undermining market mechanisms, and 
penalizing individual success. Conservatives were willing to assist the 
poor but did not wish to equalize income or hinder private property. 
“We believe,” stated a 1950 Conservative pamphlet that echoed the 
earlier preoccupations of Jean-Baptiste Say, in “the strong helping the 
weak rather than [in] weakening the strong.” ** 

The worldwide postwar debate on social protection was thus set. 
Beyond the broad consensus over the welfare state, the left always 
pushed for universality, equality, and public intervention, while the 
right favored focused, selective, or contributory programs, and called 
for approaches that relied as much as possible on private and market 
mechanisms. The left was consistently quick to demand immediate 
relief for social ills and generous benefits for all. The right recurrently 
worried about excessive costs and potentially negative effects on 
individual morality and behavior.” 

The impacts of these orientations on public policies were strong and 
durable. The comparative literature on the welfare state demonstrated 
clearly that countries governed by the left privileged universal rather 
than selective approaches, and spent more, and in a more egalitarian 
way, on social programs than countries where the right was stronger.*° 
Partisan politics, concluded a recent study, “was the single most impor- 
tant factor that shaped the development of welfare states through 
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time.”*” By 1980, distinct models of social protection had indeed 
emerged. Long governed by social-democratic coalitions, the Scandi- 
navian countries adopted universal programs that fostered equality and 
genuinely reduced poverty. In countries with a weak left, such as the 
United States, the welfare state remained residual and did not prevent 
high levels of inequality and poverty, even when employment and 
aggregate market incomes would have allowed better standards of 
living for all. When centrist or Christian-democratic coalitions pre- 
vailed, social protection became more generous but not as inclusive or 
egalitarian as in social-democratic regimes.** 

By the middle of the 1970s, the postwar vision of a universal pro- 
tection against the risks associated with unemployment, old age, and 
illness had been completed in most advanced democracies, with 
varying ambitions. The welfare state was now a solid, indeed almost 
immovable, institutional feature of democracy.*” With this matu- 
ration, and in a more difficult economic context marked by rising 
unemployment and inflation, the debate between the left and the right 
began to change. 

Without denying the benefits brought by encompassing social 
security and generous social services, the left increasingly criticized 
social policies as ineffective and bureaucratic. The welfare state was 
indeed unable to modify substantially the distribution of incomes and 
chances in a capitalist society, and it mostly compensated for the 
consequences of market inequality. No matter how well intended, 
social programs hardly dealt with the root causes of injustice. The 
new institutional arrangements were also bureaucratic, and at times 
repressive, and they imposed rigid social standards and norms of 
behavior, at the expense of personal autonomy or more ambitious 
visions of change. The right challenged, too, the welfare state as 
ineffective, and increasingly presented it as a disincentive to invest and 
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work. In this perspective, well-intentioned social programs hindered 
economic growth, fueled inflation, and raised popular expectations to 
the point of making democracies almost “ungovernable.” Yet, neither 
side had a clear alternative to propose. The left’s progressive welfare 
state was allusive more than specific, and the right had not yet fleshed 
out what a modern economy with less, or different, social protection 
would be like.°° This market-oriented alternative was about to 
emerge, however, and it would soon bring the left back to a nearly 
unconditional defense of the existing welfare state. 


The East-West divide 


On the world scene, the age of universality was dominated by the 
Cold War between the United States and the Soviet Union. Before it 
became an arms race, the East-West conflict was a fundamental clash 
of values, ideologies, and lifestyles. The United States and its allies 
defended freedom and capitalism, while the USSR and its “fraternal 
states” of Eastern Europe promoted equality through state socialism. 
In this confrontation, there was no great mystery as to the positions 
of the right and the left, at least within democratic countries. 

After the defeat of fascism in 1945, the East-West division became 
the prism through which politicians and experts on the right analyzed 
global affairs. Every gesture of the Soviet Union stood as a proof that 
communism threatened the “free world.” Erected in August 1961 to 
halt the flow of refugees trying to escape to the West, the Berlin Wall 
became a potent symbol in this respect. Perceived as “a standing insult 
to the West,” the Wall demonstrated how the citizens of socialist 
countries were deprived of the most basic freedoms and were held as 
prisoners in repressive political regimes.°! 

Defending the free world against Soviet hegemonic ambitions meant 
maintaining an international order whose values and interests coincided 
with those of the West, and promoting the protection of individual 
freedoms. Against the backdrop of the reconstruction of Europe, such 
a task quickly became coterminous with the recognition of American 
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political and military leadership. The founding of the North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization (NATO) in 1949 institutionalized this leadership, 
and provided the member states with the means “to safeguard the 
freedom, common heritage and civilisation of their peoples, founded on 
the principles of democracy, individual liberty and the rule of law.”°” 

Starting with the Bandung Conference (1955) and the creation of 
the Non-Aligned Movement (1961), which resulted from an unpre- 
cedented Afro-Asian initiative, the defense of the free world was 
actively extended to developing countries. This broadening of the 
battle lines was a direct response to the anti-colonialism and oppo- 
sition to all forms of international domination that defined the Non- 
Aligned Movement from its very inception. A number of conservative 
politicians and pundits, who viewed the ideology of non-alignment as 
a radical rejection of Western policies, maintained that the emerging 
North-South confrontation was just an outgrowth of the East-West 
conflict.”* However reductive that interpretation may have been, it 
was not entirely baseless. For even though many Third World gov- 
ernments kept close ties with the West, the critique of the world order 
they articulated collectively was in many ways similar to the official 
discourse of the socialist countries. 

For four decades, the rhetoric of the free world legitimized the 
West’s hard line against communism and relative tolerance of right- 
wing dictatorships. In a famous 1979 article, Jeane Kirpatrick, who 
later became Ronald Reagan’s first ambassador to the United Nations, 
explained that it was perfectly legitimate to be more aggressive toward 
communist regimes than toward traditional autocrats like Augusto 
Pinochet in Chile or Ferdinand Marcos in the Philippines.’* After all, 
history had often witnessed the evolution of authoritarian states toward 
democracy, whereas until then there had not been a single example of 
a communist country making such a transition. 

The two main instruments in the struggle against communism were 
nuclear deterrence and the policy of containment. Conservatives in 
both the United States and Western Europe pressed their political 
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leaders to invest whatever it took to prevent the Soviet Union from 
winning the arms race. Downplaying the possibility of mutually assured 
destruction (then known for its telling acronym: MAD), they con- 
sidered it essential for the free world to maintain the technological 
advantage it had always held in the military sphere. As for contain- 
ment, its purpose was “to confront the Russians with unalterable 
counter-force at every point where they show signs of encroaching 
upon the interests of a peaceful and stable world.”°° Conceived as a 
way of thwarting Soviet expansionism and a potential domino effect, 
the doctrine of containment relied more on military force than on 
political means. Yet for some, this doctrine did not go far enough. 
John Foster Dulles, for instance, who was President Eisenhower’s 
Secretary of State, would have preferred to replace the containment of 
communism by a policy to actually liberate Eastern Europe from 
Soviet despotism.°° In general, however, the right’s realist view of 
international relations tempered its forceful opposition to communism. 

Throughout the postwar period, conservatives defended capitalism 
and private property as institutions consistent with liberal principles 
and therefore morally superior. They also laid great stress on the 
unparalleled prosperity brought about by capitalism. The right 
attributed the remarkable growth of this “golden age” as much to the 
new arrangements of the mixed economies as to the spectacular rise of 
international trade. The expansion of trade was itself seen as a direct 
result of the liberalization orchestrated by the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF), the World Bank, and the General Agreement on Tariffs 
and Trade (GATT), three economic organizations established in the 
wake of the Bretton Woods Conference of 1944. It was pointed out 
that the Bretton Woods system, which the socialist countries had not 
joined, had made possible the reduction of tariffs and the convertibility 
of currencies that were necessary for the international development of 
business. Highly favorable to the opening of markets promoted by the 
GATT and the IMF, conservative politicians portrayed the economic 
approach of socialist governments as a lamentable failure. A repeated 
diagnosis put the blame for the poor productivity of East European 
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countries on state ownership, centralized planning, and economic 
autarky. The persistence of the leaders of these countries in stubbornly 
following an unsuccessful course of action was presented as proof 
that the communist agenda was first and foremost “the product of 
ideology.”°” 

The international situation was obviously viewed differently from 
the left of the political spectrum, although progressives, it must be 
acknowledged, proved far more divided than the right on the East— 
West conflict. Communists, Maoists, socialists, and social-democrats 
proposed divergent analyses of the Cold War, and they could not rally 
on a theme as strong as the defense of the free world was for con- 
servatives. Nevertheless, the postwar progressive movement shared a 
number of common features, among which the most significant was 
undoubtedly the appeal of the Soviet model. 

It is easy to forget, twenty years after the communist camp col- 
lapsed under the weight of its political and economic contradictions, 
that the Soviet Union was for decades a nuclear superpower, which 
played a potent role in defining the orientations of the global left. The 
influence of the USSR was especially strong in Eastern Europe, but 
its reach extended far beyond that part of the world. China and other 
developing countries where communists came to power (North Korea, 
Cuba, Mongolia, Vietnam, and Cambodia) were also part of the 
Soviet-led socialist system. The Soviet government also maintained 
close ties with non-ruling communist parties, as well as with numer- 
ous national liberation movements, many of which came to power. In 
1962, the Sino-Soviet split demonstrated the limits of socialist soli- 
darity, but the fact remains that at a certain time, about one third of 
humanity lived under the banner of Marxism-Leninism. 

Communist orthodoxy as laid down by the Soviet authorities defined 
the postwar period as one of transition from capitalism to socialism. 
Within that process the East represented the forces of progress, and 
the West those of reaction. In accordance with the objective laws of 
social development, the crisis of imperialism and of state monopoly 
capitalism would inevitably engender a world revolution led by the 
working class. The decline of capitalism appeared unavoidable because 
the economic growth of the most advanced countries rested “upon 
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the plunder of Asian, African and Latin American peoples, upon 
non-equivalent exchange, discrimination of female labor, brutal 
oppression of Negroes and immigrant workers, and also upon the 
intensified exploitation of the working people in those countries.”°* 
Believing itself invested with a historic mission, the USSR put forward 
popular democracy as an alternative that would liberate humanity 
“from social inequality ...and the horrors of war.”°” The attraction 
of this communist ideology and its impact on the course of inter- 
national relations were considerable. The case of Cuba, a small island 
located in the backyard of the United States, offered one of the most 
eloquent examples in this respect. At the outset, the revolutionary 
movement launched by young lawyer Fidel Castro and his middle- 
class companeros had little to do with Marxism. Castro’s alignment 
with the USSR came gradually, as his radical nationalism alienated 
him from the United States. That trajectory may have made Cuba look 
like “a piece on Moscow’s political chessboard,”°° but it also testified 
to the Soviet Union’s willingness to side with the colonized and the 
underdogs in their opposition to the great powers and the rich. 

The Western left was in fact more anti-American than pro-Soviet. 
Overall, it attributed less importance to the East-West division than 
did the right, and most progressives identified more readily with the 
interests of developing countries than with those of socialist countries. 
At the same time, both in Europe and North America, the left favored 
a strategy of openness toward the communist camp. The most notable 
manifestation of this openness was a more understanding attitude 
regarding the Soviet Union’s desire to maintain its own zone of influ- 
ence. In the wake of the 1956 Hungarian and 1968 Czechoslovakian 
crises, however, the left became ill at ease, and tried to square the 
circle by seeking to reconcile a call for moderation vis-a-vis Moscow 
with an indictment of Soviet military interventions. This balancing 
act was far from successful. The upshot was to embroil the progressive 
camp in deep dissensions. 
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In many ways, the liberal left viewed the United States as a greater 
threat than the Soviet Union. Much was done, therefore, to denounce 
the abuses of US policy. American sociologist C. Wright Mills inter- 
preted Washington’s behavior as essentially dictated by the political, 
economic, and strategic interests of a “power elite.”°' Crises and 
interventions in countries such as Guatemala, Cuba, Vietnam, and 
Chile lent weight to this interpretation of American foreign policy. 
Progressives also saw a “schizoid” dimension to the war on com- 
munism.°* They severely condemned Senator Joseph McCarthy’s 
witch-hunt in the United States, and deplored the tendency to see all 
Third World nationalist movements as infiltrated by communists, and 
all communist parties as puppets of Moscow. 

In keeping with its anti-militarist tradition, the left also denounced 
the arms race as an irrational waste of resources. These criticisms were 
aimed above all at the American government, because the United 
States was at once the main producer and exporter of weapons. After 
Soviet overtures, such as the unilateral halting of nuclear testing in 
1958 and the proposition made by Premier Nikita Khrushchev in 
1959 at the UN to carry out a “general and complete disarmament,””’ 
the West was frequently blamed for its unwillingness to seize peace 
opportunities. 

Socialists finally showed some appreciation for the Soviet bloc’s 
economic, technical, cultural, and athletic achievements. Although 
unquestionably poorer than the United States, it was the Soviet Union 
that set in motion the space age by launching the first Sputnik in 1957, 
to the Americans’ great dismay. In 1961, Yuri Gagarin became the first 
man sent into orbit around the Earth. More generally, the international 
success of the scientists, artists, and athletes of the East appeared as 
proof that even though the citizens of socialist countries did not have 
access to the same consumer goods as their counterparts in capitalist 
countries, they nevertheless enjoyed a high standard of living and a 
good quality of life. In the 1970s, however, with the economic decline 
of the USSR and many revelations about the gulags, positive references 
to communism vanished almost entirely from the left’s discourse. 
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The North-South conflict 


With the acceleration of the decolonization movement in the 1960s, 
the North-South conflict was superimposed on the East-West divide, 
thus completing the geo-political construction of the postwar world. 
From the outset, this conflict was connected to the opposition between 
the left and the right. Because they emphasized the need for change, 
equality, and justice, the demands of the South were immediately 
associated with socialism and Marxism. Just as typically, governments 
of the North constantly called into question the legitimacy of the 
Third World’s claims in the name of economic efficiency and market 
rationality. A similar polarization emerged among the public in 
developed countries: social groups who supported Third World 
demands usually identified with the left, while those who opposed 
them belonged to the right.°* 

Many arguments of the East-West debate were simply transposed 
into the North-South context. Conservatives, for instance, sought to 
convince developing countries that private enterprise opened the only 
practicable road to prosperity. Highly critical of the statist economic 
model favored by many Third World governments, they insisted that 
the strong expansion of the 1950s and 1960s was due to the free trade 
regime institutionalized by the GATT and the IMF. The right resigned 
itself to the United Nations’ increased powers in the area of develop- 
ment and to the mushrooming of international agencies such as the 
United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), 
the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), and the United 
Nations Industrial Development Organization (UNIDO), but it always 
maintained loudly that the market approach of the Bretton Woods 
institutions was better able to deal with the challenges of poverty than 
the social-democratic and interventionist approach of the UN. For the 
right, the IMF and the World Bank also had the distinct advantage of 
being constitutionally controlled by the rich countries, an organiza- 
tional trait that was said to ensure their sound management. 

Moreover, from a conservative point of view, the postwar period 
had clearly improved global justice. As a result of decolonization, 
practically every nation now had a voice in international affairs, and 
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the world appeared more democratic than ever. Indeed, UN mem- 
bership had risen from 51 countries in 1945 to 153 in 1980, due for 
the most part to the newcomers from the South.°° International 
solidarity, it was felt, had grown as never before. The first display of 
that solidarity had come with the Marshall Plan, which, thanks to the 
leadership of the United States, had hastened the reconstruction of 
Western Europe. It continued with the aid regime established during 
the 1950s and the 1960s. In 1980, the developed countries were proud 
to claim that their generosity toward developing countries represented 
0.37 percent of their GNP,°° even though aid was by their own 
admission not devoid of self-interest. After all, it seemed only natural 
that priority should be given to friendly governments. To cite a cost- 
benefit analysis of that period, the key was to ensure that foreign 
assistance would generate more “utility” for the poor than “disutility” 
for the rich.°” 

Many also believed that the expansion of the world economy would 
have been even more spectacular if, instead of adopting an attitude of 
sterile confrontation, the governments of developing countries had 
accepted to follow the policies promoted by the North. The strategy of 
openness implemented by the newly industrializing countries of Asia 
(South Korea, Taiwan, Singapore) was far more appreciated than the 
inward-looking policies adopted by a majority of Southern states. 
Criticism of the Third World turned especially harsh in the 1970s, 
when the group of 77 (G-77) launched discussions on a new inter- 
national economic order (NIEO) at the UN. Many conservatives felt 
that this coalition of countries - whose membership had quickly risen 
to more than a hundred states — was too heterogeneous to be credible. 
British journalist Rosemary Righter, for instance, concluded that the 
NIEO negotiations were nothing more than a form of “theater,” driven 
by “the power of incantation.”°* Touching on questions as diverse as 
trade in primary commodities, control of transnational corporations, 
access to technology, and decision-making procedures in international 
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economic institutions, the demands of the South were considered 
utopian and too costly. Yet more fundamentally, the objectives of the 
developing countries were deemed incompatible with the workings of 
a market economy. 

In the 1950s, neoclassical economists, earnestly involved in the 
political debate, defined development as a universal process directed 
toward industrialization and growth. The “underdeveloped” coun- 
tries, later rechristened “developing,” were defined in opposition to 
the “developed” countries. Although the connotations of “developing” 
seemed less pejorative than those attached to the notion of “under- 
developed,” both adjectives ultimately expressed the same thought: 
poor nations simply lagged behind rich ones, and these showed the 
way ahead.°” Formalized through the theory of modernization, this 
analysis couched the primary challenge of development in terms of 
progress from a traditional, rural economy to a modern, industrial 
economy characterized by technological development and high 
productivity. 

In The Stages of Economic Growth — the cult text of modernization 
theory — Walt W. Rostow condensed the evolution of all societies 
under five headings: traditional society, preconditions for take-off, 
take-off, drive to maturity, and the age of high mass-consumption.”° 
Inspired by the historical trajectory of the advanced capitalist coun- 
tries, this interpretation identified modernization with Westernization 
and replicated in a pro-capitalist way the path to modernity envisioned 
by Marxism. Rostow’s book was indeed subtitled A Non-Communist 
Manifesto. The author explicitly acknowledged the ideological nature 
of his work and presented it as “an alternative to Karl Marx’s theory 
of modern history,” in which “net human behaviour is seen not as an 
act of maximization, but as an act of balancing alternative and often 
conflicting human objectives.”’' According to modernization theory, 
the best strategy for promoting growth in poor countries was to open 
borders and integrate the world market. To use a terminology in 
vogue at the time, export promotion offered more economic potential 
than import substitution. In the field of finance, Third World countries 
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were expected to first mobilize their own domestic savings. Yet they 
could also rely on foreign investment, the impact of transnational cor- 
porations on development being “on the whole...a favorable one.” 

In sum, for the right, the formula for economic growth and devel- 
opment was invariable across time and space. The argument was pro- 
posed as a response to those on the left for whom colonialism explained 
both the development of the North and the underdevelopment of 
the South. For conservatives, the experiences of the United States, 
Canada, Australia, and the Scandinavian countries proved in fact that 
the lack of a colonial empire was not an obstacle to development. 
Noting that a number of former colonies had undertaken their eco- 
nomic take-off (Argentina, Brazil, and South Korea for instance), while 
territories that had never been colonized had remained underdeveloped 
(Ethiopia, Afghanistan, or Thailand), the right also argued that col- 
onization was evidently not the chief determinant explaining poverty. 
History seemed to bear out the idea that what hampered development 
stemmed a good deal more from domestic than from external factors. 

At the other end of the political spectrum, as progressives distanced 
themselves from communism, they strengthened their commitment to 
the Third World. According to a view that gradually gained ascend- 
ancy among socialists and social-democrats, widespread poverty 
posed a greater threat to global security than the arms race. Somewhat 
surprisingly, Pope Paul VI supplied the left with one of its most 
effective slogans when he declared in 1967 that development was “the 
new name for peace.” ”® 

The left often stressed the virtues of North-South interdependence. 
The 1980 report of the International Commission chaired by former 
social-democratic German Chancellor Willy Brandt, for instance, 
highlighted the degree to which the North and South shared mutual 
interests. The report’s central thesis was that a global redistribution of 
resources would enhance political stability and economic growth for 
all.’* Beyond this line of reasoning, the Brandt report also affirmed the 
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idea that the pursuit of international justice stood as a moral impera- 
tive. Motivated by an ethics that looked upon the inequitable sharing 
of wealth as a barrier to human dignity, progressives considered that 
the values of solidarity and democracy upheld in the developed world 
had to be projected on a world scale.”° 

To counter the effects of relations based on sheer power, social- 
democrats demanded that global rules and institutions be trans- 
formed. Just as they encouraged state intervention on the national 
stage, they supported the intervention of international agencies in the 
global arena. Planning, Keynesian policies, and the welfare state had 
to be extended across borders in order to bring about a “welfare 
world.”’° Advocating affirmative action, the left insisted on the idea 
that the obligations of states ought to vary according to their different 
levels of development. Whereas the free play of market forces might 
be acceptable among rich countries, it could not be applied to rela- 
tions between unequal partners. As Rail Prebisch, the first Secretary- 
General of UNCTAD, explained, the UN was no more obligated to 
stay neutral in the face of underdevelopment than the World Health 
Organization (WHO) was in the face of malaria.”” Far from being 
condemned to an illusory impartiality, international institutions were 
duty-bound to narrow the gap between developed and developing 
countries, a task that could not be carried out without the backing of 
the governments of the North. To realize the principle of equal sov- 
ereignty proclaimed in the United Nations Charter, it was crucial that 
the haves shoulder a larger share of responsibilities. 

Despite the unavoidable disputes between reformists and radicals, 
the bulk of the left rallied around a “structuralist” analysis of the 
world order, according to which underdevelopment resulted not so 
much from a society’s culture or from the attitudes of current political 
leaders as from the structure of the global economy. That structure, it 
was argued, was shaped by an asymmetrical relationship between a 
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core of rich countries and a periphery of poor states: at the end of the 
1970s, the North — 25 percent of the world population — received 
80 percent of global income, while the South — 75 percent of the world 
population — lived on the remaining 20 percent.”® 

The left in no way denied that the postwar years had seen progress 
in the struggle for international equality. First, decolonization had 
allowed the peoples of the South to acquire political independence. 
Furthermore, the self-affirmation of the Third World — fostered by 
charismatic leaders such as Mao Zedong, Gamel Abder Nasser, Fidel 
Castro, and Salvador Allende as well as institutions like the Non- 
Aligned Movement and the G-77 — had created a momentum toward a 
reform of the international order. World events had also made clear 
that the status quo was not immutable. The Vietnam War, for instance, 
demonstrated that a small, poorly equipped state could defeat a 
superpower. The 1973 raising of oil prices by the Organization of the 
Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) was also seen as a turning 
point, because for the first time a group of developing countries could 
impose a major economic decision on the developed countries. Above 
all, the postwar period had made possible the emergence of a body of 
development law that directly challenged traditional international 
law. The failure of the NIEO could not annul the fact that, out of a 
convergence between progressives of the North and the South, a new 
awareness of international economic disparities had arisen.” 

These advances, however, were not sufficient to mitigate what 
Egyptian economist Samir Amin called “unequal development.”*° 
Noting that the political sovereignty of Third World countries had not 
brought about true economic sovereignty, scholars on the left pro- 
posed a new interpretation of the postwar order, which came to be 
known as dependency theory. While productivity and trade grew 
among the rich countries, the theory stated, Third World commodity 
exporters faced a steady deterioration of their terms of trade. Industrial 
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exports from developing countries were of little help because they 
remained subject to excessive protectionist barriers. In addition, 
transnational corporations established in the South exported their 
profits overseas, and parsimonious aid policies were tightly geared to 
the strategic and commercial interests of donors. In the wake of the 
International Commission for the Study of Communication Problems, 
otherwise known as the MacBride Commission, a number of obser- 
vers commented that these combined trends nurtured “a form of 
cultural and economic domination.”*' 

According to the overall analysis of the left, the main obstacles to 
development were not internal but external to the South. Two types of 
behavior on the part of the rich countries were explicitly denounced. 
First, the governments of the North refused to apply at the inter- 
national level the interventionist policies that had proven effective 
nationally. Second, they persisted in wasting on armaments resources 
that would have easily sufficed to eradicate poverty in the developing 
world. During the 1960s and the 1970s, the left put forward numerous 
proposals to strike a new deal in North-South relations. These pro- 
posals gave rise to many debates — between those who favored 
increased economic integration and those who called for de-linking 
the South from the North, as well as between those advocating a 
productivist approach and those proposing a greener model of 
development — but a broad consensus was achieved around two basic 
positions: poor countries needed special treatment, and new inter- 
national norms had to be introduced to rein in market forces. 

A series of measures were thus proposed to make the trade and 
finance regimes as well as international economic institutions more 
equitable.** Typically, they were formulated by the developing 
countries, and then backed by the Soviet Union and the Western left. 
In trade, for instance, the Third World stressed the need to implement 
international agreements to control the price of commodities, and 
fought to secure trade preferences. Countries of the South also 
advocated the establishment of codes of conduct to facilitate their 
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access to foreign technology and to regulate restrictive business prac- 
tices. The generalized system of preferences, an agreement that fosters 
the export of industrial goods produced in developing countries, 
remains the only lasting outcome of these various reform projects. 

In the financial sphere, the left concentrated most of its attention on 
development assistance. It fought for an increase in the volume of aid 
and for an improvement in the conditions of aid allocation. One of 
the left’s few diplomatic victories, achieved in 1970 through a UN 
resolution, was to legitimize the idea that the rich countries should 
devote 0.7 percent of their GNP to development cooperation. Non- 
governmental organizations of the North and governments of the 
South also strove to get aid to respond more effectively to basic needs 
such as food, employment, and education, and to increase the multi- 
lateral component of aid funding. Aside from the overriding aid issue, 
the IMF was invited to adopt policies that were more expansionist and 
less geared to controlling inflation. 

As for institutional matters, progressives felt that the economic 
circumstances of the developing countries could not improve without 
a massive makeover of international governance. They regarded the 
Bretton Woods institutions as anti-democratic and demanded a strength- 
ening of the development role of the UN system. In addition to 
supporting the creation of a number of new UN bodies, the left also 
called for the merger of GATT and UNCTAD s0 as to place the goal 
of development at the heart of the trade regime. Overall, its strategy 
was largely centered on the power of law and diplomacy. This approach 
proved to be idealistic, for subsequent events made clear that majority 
rule rarely had any impact on the workings of the international order. 

This overview would be incomplete if, in conclusion, it did not 
mention the left’s silence during the postwar years when it came to the 
political and economic responsibility of Southern elites in relation to 
underdevelopment. The authoritarianism and corruption of many 
governments of the South were taboo subjects and remained largely 
unexamined. Vehemently denounced by the conservatives, this silence 
facilitated the right’s offensive in the 1980s. 


Conclusion 


In many ways, the age of universality was a golden age for the left. 
The development of the mixed economy, the adoption of demand 
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management policies, the rise of trade unions and collective bar- 
gaining, the expansion of the welfare state, the power and prestige of 
international socialism, and the rise of an autonomous and affirmative 
global South were all signs that the progressive vision of the world 
was influential and indeed ascendant. From 1945 to 1980, the right 
was often on the defensive. It resisted state intervention and redistri- 
bution, sought to contain socialism and communism, and battled to 
uphold the legitimacy and efficiency of market mechanisms to regulate 
international relations. 

In a world defined by American hegemony and often ruled by 
conservative governments, in the 1950s notably, the right was cer- 
tainly not powerless. In many countries, the policies that were actually 
implemented were decidedly conservative. The United States, for 
instance, adopted a “commercial” variant of Keynesianism and built 
its welfare regime around an extensive use of private social benefits.*” 
Still, very often the left seemed to propose and the right to resist. The 
public ethos of the time was progressive. In the 1960s and 1970s, the 
demand for equality spread broadly to include women, blacks, native 
peoples, various ethnic groups, and sexual minorities. More educated 
and more prosperous than ever before, and more numerous as well, 
the youth of advanced democracies challenged most established rules 
and institutions, in the name of equality and freedom. Previously rock- 
solid standards regarding sexual behavior and family relations, and 
cultural norms in general, were cast aside one after the other. The tide, 
however, was about to turn. At the end of the 1970s, the political 
climate began to change. 
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6 The triumph of market democracy 
(1980-2007) 


On November 8, 1989, a faltering East German government declared, 
in a context of mass protests and massive departures through Hungary 
and Czechoslovakia, that the Berlin Wall no longer stood as an obs- 
tacle to the free movement of its citizens. Crowds coming from the 
East and the West joined together in celebrations, and undertook to 
demolish the most offensive symbol of the Cold War. Less than a year 
later, the German Democratic Republic disappeared and Germany 
was reunified. Throughout Eastern Europe, communist regimes col- 
lapsed, and were replaced by electoral democracies committed to 
re-establishing market rules. In December 1991, the Soviet Union itself 
ceased to exist, to be replaced by a Commonwealth of Independent 
States, engaged in a process of democratization and liberalization. ' 
In China, the ruling Communist Party resisted such attempts at democ- 
ratization, killing several hundred students to crush a protest in 
Tiananmen Square. The regime nevertheless pursued a policy of eco- 
nomic liberalization that reintroduced market mechanisms in the 
world’s largest communist country. Except for a few marginal cases — 
including North Korea, which became the first hereditary communist 
dictatorship — “really existing socialism” as a project of totally state- 
controlled, planned economy had ceased to exist. 

In the South, the 1980s and 1990s were also a triumphant era for 
both the market and liberal democracy. The turn to democracy started 
in Southern Europe in the late 1970s and in Latin America in the 
1980s. The process was then more one of “re-democratization,” most 
of these countries having experienced democracy in the past.’ With 
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the 1990s, a genuine “explosion of democratization” took place, to 
reach several countries that had never been democracies, in Asia and 
Africa notably.* At the same time, just as communist countries were 
moving to capitalism, the governments of the South abandoned plan- 
ning and reduced state intervention, in favor of markets and private 
enterprise.’ These various changes, however, did not happen in a cli- 
mate of benign international cooperation. On the contrary, developing 
countries had to face a continuing crisis because of a hostile external 
environment, and the gap between rich and poor states gradually 
emerged as “the most important line of division within the world 
order.”° 

The pro-market revolution actually started in the North, with the 
election of Margaret Thatcher in Britain in May 1979 and of Ronald 
Reagan in the United States in November 1980. A strong and con- 
frontational conservative, Margaret Thatcher wanted to be remem- 
bered as one “[who] decisively broke with a debilitating consensus of 
a paternalistic Government and a dependent people; which rejected 
the notion that the State is all powerful and the citizen is merely its 
beneficiary; which shattered the illusion that Government could some- 
how substitute for individual performance.” ’ In a similar perspective, 
Ronald Reagan inaugurated his first presidency by stating that “govern- 
ment is not the solution to our problem; government is the problem.”® 
A conservative era had begun, which would redefine politics all over 
the world for at least two decades. 

This chapter surveys the global right turn in favor of market de- 
mocracy from the standpoints of domestic and international politics. 
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Focusing on the rise of monetarism and neoliberalism, the first two 
sections consider the shift of advanced democracies from an ethos 
dominated by the search for equality through macro-economic man- 
agement, collective bargaining, and the welfare state, to a new vision 
defined by a preference for competitiveness, budgetary austerity, and 
market mechanisms. The following sections then examine how this 
neoliberal vision was extended to development politics, and how 
forces of the right were able to transform the dynamics of North- 
South relations. 


Monetarism 


To understand the change of direction of the 1980s, it is useful to go 
back a few years, to see how new policy ideas were emerging on the 
right, in the heyday of the postwar “consensus.” In the 1960s, con- 
servative politicians rarely attacked head-on the Keynesian perspective 
or the welfare state project. Even Republican president Richard Nixon 
called himself a Keynesian in January 1971, as he looked toward his 
1972 re-election bid.’ Critiques of the approach mounted, however, 
among economists in particular. The attacks came from three sides. 
First, Keynesianism was criticized for failing to explain and solve 
creeping inflation and stagflation. Second, it was dismissed for its 
inadequate micro-foundations or, in other words, for its difficulty in 
accounting for the behavior of individual economic agents. Third, on 
more political grounds, Keynesianism and state intervention were 
challenged in the name of freedom, individual choice, efficiency, and 
morality. 

Consider, first, the question of inflation. Milton Friedman, a Uni- 
versity of Chicago economist who believed in free markets and dis- 
trusted state intervention, pioneered the offensive on this question. He 
started by reviving the old quantity theory of money, which suggested 
that a rise in the money supply necessarily increased prices, thus 
creating inflation. For Keynes, the connection was not so straight- 
forward. Without denying the relevance of monetary factors, Keynes 
argued that in some cases, in a severe recession for instance, individuals 
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simply would not use money, however abundant, to buy or invest. 
When such “liquidity traps” developed, the money supply proved 
irrelevant and monetary policy became ineffective. Governments then 
had to resort to fiscal policy — they could lower taxes or increase 
expenditures — to stimulate consumption and investment. '° 

In his study of the monetary history of the United States, conducted 
with Anna Schwartz, Friedman maintained on the contrary that deep 
recessions were primarily monetary phenomena, because they were 
always preceded by a significant fall of the quantity of money in 
circulation. The empirical demonstration was not without limitations 
and it was often contested, but it helped Friedman claim that money 
had more significance than the evolution of national income, and 
argue that policy-makers should design non-interventionist rules to 
guarantee a stable money supply. In a well-functioning market, a 
steady quantity of money would suffice to prevent both inflation and 
unemployment. '! 

The economics profession received these monetarist ideas coolly. 
The insistence on money, in particular, was seen more as an indication 
of the “zeal and exuberance” of “Friedman and his followers” than 
as a challenge that could undermine the Keynesian perspective. '* For 
the monetarist interpretation to prevail, it would take two additional 
conditions. First, the view that inflation was an important problem 
had to arise in the public sphere. Second, the idea that monetarism 
offered the best diagnostic and the most satisfying remedies for infla- 
tion had to become the dominant view.'” 

Inflation did increase in the 1960s, but it was not yet perceived as a 
problem on par with unemployment. At the time, wrote Herbert Stein, 
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inflation “was rising in the hierarchy of national problems, simply 
because there was more of it,” but “it was not an issue about which 
anyone felt deeply.”'* Scholars were nevertheless intrigued by the 
simultaneous persistence of both inflation and unemployment. 
Acknowledging this difficulty, British economist Alban Phillips sug- 
gested that there was in fact an imperfect trade-off between employ- 
ment and inflation. In practice, governments that sought a very low 
level of unemployment had to accept some inflation. '° 

Characteristically, Friedman used the high visibility of his presi- 
dential address to the American Economic Association in 1967 to 
attack this standpoint, which made some inflation acceptable. The 
trade-off observed by Phillips, he argued, only worked in the short 
term. Economic agents soon realized that full-employment policies 
led to higher wages and prices, and they adjusted. With time, eco- 
nomic expansion could only be bought at the cost of increasingly 
high inflation rates: “there is no permanent trade-off,” Friedman 
concluded.'° This was the case because each society had a “natural” 
rate of unemployment, below which it was difficult to go. This 
“natural” rate, which later was more appropriately named the non- 
accelerating inflation rate of unemployment (NAIRU), was deter- 
mined by social institutions and legislation, and it could only be 
reduced through structural reforms that enhanced market mechan- 
isms. Reducing the minimum wage or the strength of trade unions, 
for instance, would lower the NAIRU and raise the non-inflationary 
level of employment better than any fiscal policy could. 

This argument — which was simultaneously made in less flamboyant 
but more sophisticated terms by Columbia economist Edmund 
S. Phelps — proved extremely powerful, because it predicted the 
combined rise of unemployment and inflation that was about to come 
and that would be called “stagflation.” The diagnostic suggested, 
too, a working policy response, something the Keynesian approach 
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could not do. For opponents, admitted Keynesian economist Alex 
Leijonhufvud, “it was a debacle.”'” “By 1980,” added Alan Blinder, 
“it was hard to find an American academic macroeconomist under 
the age of 40 who professed to be a Keynesian.” '® Politicians on the 
right rapidly “latched on to Monetarist ideas as a way of attacking 
state expenditure and intervention for stoking inflation.” For them, 
explained Michael Bleaney, “monetarism was to become the way to 
link popular dissatisfaction about taxation, public generosity and the 
suspicion that it was being abused by ‘scroungers’ with the other great 
source of anxiety, inflation.” '” 

A second line of attack came from the study of individual economic 
agents by rational choice and rational expectations scholars. The 
rational choice approach, which emerged with the works of scholars 
like James Buchanan, Gordon Tullock, Anthony Downs, and Mancur 
Olson, analyzed political and social phenomena through the lenses 
of the utilitarian framework of neoclassical economics.~° Individuals 
were portrayed as rational egoists unlikely to cooperate, voters as 
rational-ignorant and abstainers justified in not voting, bureaucrats 
and politicians as “maximizers” of budgets and votes, and groups and 
social movements as seekers of unwarranted privileges and rents. In 
this perspective, which updated the old conservative distrust of 
democracy and of the state, citizens could not expect much from the 
political process or even from cooperative social relations. The best 
they could hope for was to have as many social functions fulfilled by 
the market as possible, this mechanism being immunized by compe- 
tition from power and rent seeking. A complementary explanation 
was offered by economists such as Robert Lucas, who studied what 
they called “rational expectations.” The idea, here, was to challenge 
the Keynesian view of economic agents as acting in conditions of 
radical uncertainty, on the basis of “conventions,” “motives,” or even 
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“animal spirits.” For persons acting in such uncertain conditions, 
economic signals from the government seemed precious, indeed indis- 
pensable. Lucas and his followers preferred to make the assumption 
that individuals and firms were fully aware of the structure of the 
economy and formed correct expectations about market events and 
government interventions. From this axiom, economists deduced that 
social actors would always foresee government interventions intended 
to manage the economy and discount their impact in advance, mak- 
ing them ineffective or even detrimental. This analytical proposition 
explained in micro-economic terms the stagflation predicted by Fried- 
man, and it reinforced monetarist conclusions regarding the ineffect- 
iveness of macro-economic management.”! It also did much to break 
the Keynesian hold on the economics profession, because it offered an 
avenue to reunite the two disjointed sides of the discipline, micro- and 
macro-economics. 

Finally, the attack on Keynesianism was also political. In The Road 
to Serfdom, published in 1944, Austrian-born economist Friedrich 
von Hayek had foreseen the key themes of the right-wing offensive, by 
associating planning, socialism, and collectivism with totalitarianism. 
Private property, argued Hayek, constituted “the most important 
guaranty of freedom, not only for those who own property, but scarcely 
less for those who do not.”** Hayek’s book was immediately influen- 
tial, but for many years his views remained unheeded. John Maynard 
Keynes — who appreciated the book but wrote to its author that he 
would look less “like Don Quixote” if he conceded that “moderate 
planning” could be “safe” — proved more in tune with the times.~’ 
Hayek’s line of thought nevertheless remained important on the right. 
Despite their disagreements on the role of the state and on monetary 
policy, Friedman himself contributed to reinvigorate Hayek’s views, 
with the publication in 1962 of his Capitalism and Freedom. In this 
book, intended for a popular audience, Friedman similarly underlined 
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the role of economic freedom as “a necessary condition for political 
freedom.”** The economist once again made his case for legislated 
rules “instructing the monetary authority to achieve a specified rate of 
growth in the stock of money,” and for a neutral fiscal policy designed 
“without any regard to problems of year-to-year economic stability.””° 
Friedman also proposed the elimination of corporate taxes and of 
policies supportive of trade unions, and called for a flat income tax 
rate, contending that governments had done more harm than good 
in trying to redistribute revenues.*° A liberal society, he concluded, 
should avoid “taking from some to give to others...on grounds of 
Sjustice.’ At this point, equality comes sharply into conflict with 
freedom; one must choose. One cannot be both an egalitarian, in this 
sense, and a liberal.”?” 

It would take many years for these right-wing ideas to move out of 
the political margin and actually shape public policies. The occasion 
came in the 1970s, when the combined rise of unemployment and 
inflation undermined Keynesian economics and made the monetarist 
account plausible. The 1973 oil shock was a catalyst. In an already 
difficult economic context, marked as well by the end of the Bretton 
Woods system of fixed exchange rates, the decision of the leading 
members of the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries 
(OPEC) to cut production and raise prices had a dramatic impact. Ina 
few months, the price of oil quadrupled and inflation rates jumped 
above 10 percent — the OECD average was 13.3 percent in 1974 — just 
as aggregate demand fell, because energy-buying countries lost some 
of their purchasing power to oil producers that had not yet started 
“recycling” their income back into the world economy.** 

The first country to move toward monetarism was Germany. In a 
society where Keynesianism “never really took hold,” and where a 
highly independent central bank always saw its primary task as pre- 
serving price stability, the turn toward a pragmatic form of monetarism 
came rather naturally. After the oil shock, the Bundesbank — Germany’s 
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central bank — opted rapidly and unambiguously for a restrictive 
monetary policy to combat inflation, even though the federal govern- 
ment still pursued full employment.*? Many European countries fol- 
lowed suit, because the European Exchange Rate Agreement (the 
“Snake”) tied their currencies to the German mark and compelled 
them to a form of “imported monetarism.”°° This evolution went 
largely unnoticed, however, until 1979, when monetarist ideas began 
to be implemented with a “much more single-minded determination.”*! 
Margaret Thatcher was the first political leader to be elected, in 
May 1979, with an avowedly monetarist program. Her government 
was committed to maintain rigid targets for the monetary supply, 
assuming this approach would stop inflation without increasing 
unemployment. The Conservative Party also promised to reduce the 
size of the state and enhance market mechanisms, to counter the power 
of trade unions, and to restore the authority of the government. 
Between 1979 and 1981, the British government adopted strict 
monetary policies, letting the short-term interest rate go as high as 
16.6 percent in 1980. This course of action, combined with a steep 
increase in value-added taxes and national insurance contributions, 
contributed to the creation of a severe recession. By 1982, the 
unemployment rate had climbed above 12 percent, without lowering 
inflation, still around 8 percent.’’ On all sides, including among 
business leaders and within the cabinet, pressures mounted in favor 
of a more accommodative policy. Publicly, Thatcher resisted. She 
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repeated that there was “no alternative” and stated in no ambiguous 
terms that “the lady’s not for turning.”°* In reality, the Conservative 
government gradually abandoned its attempt to exercise a strict 
control over the money supply, which in effect was impossible, in 
favor of more pragmatic macro-economic orientations. Monetary and 
fiscal policy nevertheless remained tight, and inflation was eventually 
reduced, at the expense of a lasting increase in unemployment.°° 

In the United States, the monetarist turn actually preceded the 
election of Ronald Reagan. In the fall of 1979, in a last-minute 
attempt to demonstrate his determination to reduce a worryingly high 
rate of inflation, Jimmy Carter appointed Paul Volcker as chairman of 
the Federal Reserve Board. Volcker almost immediately adopted a 
strong monetarist stance, and contributed to an economic downturn 
that may have cost Carter the presidency. In 1980-81, with a new 
president who was more supportive of this stern orientation, interest 
rates climbed up to 15.9 percent and the United States experienced 
its worst recession since the 1930s. °° 

The case of Ronald Reagan was distinctive. In a country that had 
not lived through Britain’s difficulties — in 1976, the Labour govern- 
ment of James Callaghan had to change its economic policies to 
obtain a much-needed loan from the International Monetary Fund — 
voters were not predisposed to support radical change.*’ To be elected, 
Reagan promised that inflation could be reduced without increasing 
unemployment, that taxes could be cut without incurring a deficit, and 
that spending could be lowered without injuring anyone. Traditional 
Republican “castor-oil economics,” lamented economist Herbert Stein, 
was transformed into “the economics of joy,” with the help of dubi- 
ous notions associated with “supply-side economics.”°* In power, 
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Reagan implemented important tax cuts but did not reduce spending as 
much, which contributed to an “unprecedented increase in the budget 
deficit” and set the stage for a lasting debate on the limits of public 
intervention.’” The new president also increased military spending, 
curtailed programs for the poor, undermined trade unions, and weak- 
ened the enforcement of health, safety, and environmental regulations. 
The world economy was severely hit by the American and British 
recessions of 1981-82, and even governments still committed to full 
employment had to adjust. In an increasingly integrated capital 
market with high interest rates, the use of expansionary monetary and 
fiscal instruments had become difficult and costly, and most govern- 
ments, including social-democratic ones, adopted anti-inflation, aus- 
terity policies.*° The evolution of France was emblematic. Here was a 
country that, in May 1981, after twenty-three years of uninterrupted 
rule by the right, elected a socialist president, Francois Mitterrand, 
who was allied with the communists and promised profound trans- 
formations. In its first year in power, the Mitterrand government did 
pursue an expansionary economic policy, increasing public spending 
just as the rest of the world was responding to the recession with 
austerity measures. In this unfavorable context, France soon faced a 
balance of payments crisis and strong pressures on its currency. In 
June 1982, after a year in power, the French socialists changed course. 
The franc was devalued and a severe austerity plan was adopted. 
“Keynesianism in one country” had been proven unsustainable.*! 


Neoliberalism 


The pure monetarist doctrine gradually faded away, because it was 
too simplistic to govern economic policy. The Keynesian commitment 
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to full employment, however, had been displaced, in favor of a 
stronger stance against inflation and public deficits, and a clear pref- 
erence for market mechanisms. More generally, the public policies 
of the 1980s and 1990s privileged privatization, deregulation, lower 
taxes, and a leaner state, usually in the name of international com- 
petitiveness. The term neoliberalism was used to encompass these 
different dimensions, and to underline the novel character of this 
policy package, even though politicians and experts on the right often 
disapproved of the label. 

Consider, for instance, the fate of the civil service. Historically, the 
right has always distrusted state intervention and bureaucracy, and 
favored modest governments. The neoliberal movement of the 1980s 
and 1990s prolonged but also renewed this perspective, by advocating 
not only a leaner state, but also a government that would be run like a 
business. Some functions would be abandoned, others would be pri- 
vatized or contracted out, assets would be sold, and employees would 
be released. Canada’s conservative prime minister Brian Mulroney, 
for instance, promised to give “pink slips and running shoes to 
bureaucrats.”** What remained of the public service would find its 
inspiration from the private sector, public administration being 
reinvented as public management. Citizens would become “clients” 
and public services would be autonomous, empowered, and efficient. 
The new “public managers” would focus more on results than on 
rules and process. Many years later, it remained unclear how suc- 
cessful this movement really was in transforming complex public 
administrations primarily designed to be accountable to authorities, 
but the “new public management” certainly defined the debate for 
over two decades.*? 

The turn toward markets was general. Financial institutions were 
deregulated, industrial policies were practically abandoned, and labor 
market rules and institutions were made more “flexible.” When it 
came to the welfare state, however, the right faced stronger resistance. 
For conservatives, generous social programs created four basic prob- 
lems. First, they pushed taxes up and discouraged investments. Second, 
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they acted as disincentives to work and, in monetarist terms, con- 
tributed to increase the “natural” rate of unemployment. Third, they 
grew increasingly costly, and appeared hard to maintain without 
serious reforms. Fourth, they undermined core social values, and 
encouraged “dependency,” marital breakdown, and teenage preg- 
nancies among the poor.** Thatcher, for instance, insisted on giving 
choices to individuals and on the importance of work and merit, 
and she often pleaded in favor of the “Victorian virtues.”** Reagan 
accepted in principle to help the “truly needy,” but believed that 
most social programs actually reached citizens who did not need or 
did not deserve public support — such as the Chicago “welfare Queen” 
he liked to denounce in 1976 — and that social assistance injured 
rather than helped the poor.*° 

The welfare state, however, continued to be extremely popular. 
Most citizens benefited, in one way or another, from social programs, 
and they remained supportive of arrangements that were also anchored 
in well-established institutions and guarded by organized and commit- 
ted interest groups. Taking away benefits, noted Paul Pierson judi- 
ciously turned out to be much more difficult than extending them.*” 

Thatcher and Reagan, for instance, succeeded in cutting some of 
the benefits aimed at the poor — always a weak constituency — but 
only touched at the margin the larger social programs that constituted 
middle-class entitlements.** More generally, across affluent democracies 
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between 1980 and 1998, the average growth of social expenditures 
went down compared to the previous two decades, but it did not 
become negative. In other words, welfare states continued to expand, 
albeit at a slower pace.*” One of the factors behind this continued 
expansion of social programs was the steady rise of market inequality, 
which meant that states had to intervene more to obtain the same 
distributive results.°° 

This does not imply that nothing changed. First, in some countries, 
such as the United Kingdom and New Zealand, there were significant 
retrenchment efforts that truly reduced social protection.’' Second, 
many programs were modified in a neoliberal perspective. While not 
affecting aggregate levels of spending, these modifications altered 
important features of the welfare state and probably opened the way 
for further reforms in the future. 

In health care, most countries made efforts to contain costs in the 
1980s and 1990s, and they also reduced the public share in total 
health expenditures (by increasing the role of private insurances or the 
proportion of co-payments, for instance).’* With respect to public 
pensions, admittedly the most difficult programs to modify, govern- 
ments generally implemented reforms meant to reduce generosity and 
contain costs. A common trend was also to move gradually from pay- 
as-you-go to funding systems, the latter being more sustainable in the 
long run, but also less redistributive, at least in principle, and more 
consistent with a market logic.’ 
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The evolution of programs for the unemployed, a central worry for 
conservatives, proved particularly striking. Between 1985 and 1999, 
the net income replacement rate for persons out of work was reduced 
practically everywhere in the OECD, and cuts were most severe where 
parties of the right were in power.’* Conditions were also tightened. 
In country after country, governments tried to better link income 
support to the labor market, to help, encourage, or compel the 
unemployed to go back to work. Where the right was in power, these 
conditions tended to be stricter, and at times punitive, shading into 
workfare. Where the left remained stronger, the measures adopted 
were more likely to be voluntary and focused on training and social 
inclusion.” 

Throughout this period marked by neoliberalism, the distinction 
between the right and the left often appeared muted, and to some 
almost irrelevant. Indeed, the right was prevented from going as far 
as it would have wished by the unflinching popularity of the welfare 
state; and the left was compelled to accept austerity measures by 
persistently high levels of unemployment.’® Both sides were thus 
forced to adjust the welfare state at the margins, slowing its growth 
and gradually transforming its mission. The way they did so, however, 
proved quite different. 

Parties of the right wanted to reinforce market mechanisms and to 
reduce state intervention and redistribution. They were thus more 
likely to advocate important cuts to the welfare state and indeed they 
often succeeded. Conservatives also believed, in monetarist fashion, 
that the best way to adjust to globalization and reduce unemployment 
was to keep taxes low and deregulate the labor market, so as to 
maintain competitive wages. Parties of the left did accept that mon- 
etary and fiscal policies had become blunt tools, and they also turned 
to the supply side, but they did so with distinct priorities. Rather than 
lowering taxes and wages, they sought to use public investment to 
enhance education and training, which they saw as the best foundations 
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for a competitive, high-wage, knowledge economy. These differences 
manifested themselves in the public policies of the period. Parties of 
the left taxed more and more progressively than parties of the right, 
and they used the additional revenues to invest in education and 
training as well as in programs to sustain competitiveness. Conser- 
vatives, on the other hand, lowered tax rates and labor costs, and 
relied more on private investments.’’ Even though both sides were 
influenced by neoliberalism and accepted austerity, only the left com- 
bined welfare state retrenchment with public investments in new 
programs favorable to equality.°® 


The marginalization of the North-South debate 


In world politics, the 1980s and 1990s also saw the triumph of con- 
servative forces.’ Communism was defeated and the East-West 
division abolished. Only the North-South cleavage remained, but this 
conflict was less and less defined by the demands of the South for 
redistribution and global reforms. Actively promoted by the govern- 
ments of the North, the major international economic agencies, and 
the business community, a neoliberal view of development came to 
prevail, to the point of becoming accepted by most as something like 
“common sense.”°” 

The historical backdrop to this evolution very much coincided with 
the circumstances that led to the rise of the right in affluent democ- 
racies. Indeed, the actors and events involved were largely the same 
that brought about monetarism and welfare state retrenchment. It was 
quite natural for leaders such as Margaret Thatcher and Ronald 
Reagan to extend their political views to world affairs. As she wanted 
to herald the beginning of a new era, Thatcher, for example, insisted 
that the very idea of a North-South bipolarity had to be discarded: 
“The term ‘North-South,’ implying as it does a simple division of 
needs and interests,” contended the British prime minister, “is an 
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inadequate and often misleading description of the complex inter- 
relationship that now exists between countries in a wide variety of 
economic circumstances.”°' Her administration, like an increasing 
number of governments in the North, was simply not ready to support 
a structural reform of the global economic system. 

Conservatives considered that the developing countries were too 
ideological in their approach to international economic issues. This 
attitude, it was argued, had engendered a shopping list of contra- 
dictory demands whose only rationale was the need to please as many 
Third World leaders as possible. The South’s confrontational strategy 
was also denounced on the grounds that a number of the governments 
who backed it were corrupt and undemocratic, and therefore not in 
a position to lecture others on matters of morality. For the right, the 
developing countries had no choice but to become more realistic and 
pragmatic. In calling for more pragmatism, conservatives sought pri- 
marily to have the poor nations give up the notion that the imbalances 
of the global economy could be corrected through the adoption of an 
international treaty. They also aimed to convince the Third World 
that, despite its acknowledged importance, justice had to remain 
subordinate to order in the hierarchy of international values. The 
momentum generated in the 1970s by the negotiations on a new inter- 
national economic order and by the creation of the Brandt Commis- 
sion was thus gradually lost. On the right, this turn of events was 
viewed in a positive light, as it put an end to a diplomatic enterprise 
that was considered a huge waste of energy. On the left, it was seen as 
a major setback, and the beginning of a “lost decade” for development. 

Nothing illustrated the marginalization of the North-South debate 
more pointedly than the failure of the Cancin Summit in 1981.°7 
Following up on the Brandt Commission’s report, this summit brought 
together twenty-two heads of state of the North and the South, for 
discussions on four interrelated topics: food, trade, energy, and finance. 
The developing countries hoped that, with its informal setting, the 
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summit would serve as a launching pad for global negotiations on 
international economic issues. The meeting, however, yielded only 
results which observers judged “insubstantial and disappointing.”°° 
No agreement was reached on the opening of global negotiations and, 
more tellingly, the participants even rejected the idea of institution- 
alizing their forum. 

The road to the Canctin Summit was already unpromising, with the 
newly elected Ronald Reagan only reluctantly agreeing to participate. 
The American president was on the whole more concerned with 
domestic economic problems than international affairs and, to the 
extent that he was interested in foreign affairs, East-West issues 
remained in his view far more important than North-South questions. 
In Cancan, Reagan argued that through its trade and aid policies 
the United States already contributed more than any other country to 
Third World development, and he reaffirmed his confidence in the 
market economy and in existing international economic institutions. 
With the world’s foremost power taking such a stance, the summit 
could hardly produce a program of substantial reforms. 

Even the most optimistic, who, like Willy Brandt, maintained that 
Cancin had produced some new consensus, had to admit there was a 
“setback” in North-South relations after the Summit.°* The problem 
was confirmed by the little attention paid to the second Brandt report, 
published in 1983, and by the gradual disappearance of any allusion 
to the new international economic order from the discourse of inter- 
national institutions. In 1990, the South Commission — an independent 
body created in 1987 to promote views from the South — complained 
that North-South diplomacy had “virtually collapsed.”°° The failure 
of Canciin had indeed been a turning point. It would take until 2002, 
with the holding of the Monterrey Summit on development financing, 
for such a high-level meeting to address again the problems of poor 
nations in a “holistic manner.”°° 
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The global rise of the right led to profound transformations in 
development diplomacy. The UN, in particular, lost ground throughout 
the 1980s and 1990s, at the expense of the Bretton Woods insti- 
tutions, which became central in the management of relations between 
rich and poor countries. The declining influence of the UN — previously 
the North-South forum par excellence — was not simply a by-product 
of a change in priorities. It came following a forceful conservative 
campaign, led by Washington and London, against the organization 
and its mission.°” 

Among the charges leveled at the UN, the most fundamental denied 
its legal authority to reform international trade and finance, on the 
grounds that these questions were under the jurisdictions of the 
GATT, the IMF, and the World Bank. In addition, the UN’s under- 
standing of economic processes was presented as basically wrong. The 
organization was notably reproached for promoting “a socialist path 
to development,” and for displaying little concern for freedom and 
individual rights.°* Pointing to the numerous votes where countries of 
the North had found themselves isolated because of the “automatic 
majority” of the South, conservative politicians also denounced the 
anti-Western bias of the UN, a prejudice that was in their view all 
the more objectionable since the organization was funded primarily by 
the governments of developed nations. The right also indicted the 
UN for suffering from the same bureaucratic problems that afflicted 
public institutions worldwide. 

The anti-UN crusade was spearheaded by the United States. The 
American government resisted the temptation to leave the organiza- 
tion outright, as some on the right would have liked, but it deployed 
a wide range of intimidation tactics. Two decisions in this long 
wrestling match were especially significant. First, in 1984, the United 
States withdrew from the United Nations Educational, Scientific and 
Cultural Organization (UNESCO) to protest against the politicization 
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of that body, which, the American government felt, had culminated in 
the debate on a new world information and communication order. 
This punitive measure, which Great Britain also adopted in 1985, was 
not lifted until 2003, when the United States finally rejoined UNESCO. 
The second decision was the implementation in 1985 of the American 
administration’s policy of delaying the payment of its contribution to 
the UN regular budget.°’ Since the United States was the UN’s main 
financial contributor, this strategy quickly succeeded in modifying the 
organization’s behavior to Washington’s liking. As these episodes 
demonstrate, hostility toward the UN — expressed more recently in the 
discussions on the International Criminal Court, the Kyoto Protocol, 
and the war in Iraq — has been a key component of US foreign policy 
for an entire generation. 

The pressures brought to bear during the 1980s put the UN on the 
defensive and produced many changes within the organization. The 
UN endeavored to shift the focus of its activities toward security 
issues, while in the field of development it assumed a much lower 
profile. The very idea of overhauling the world economic order was 
dropped, along with plans to stabilize commodity prices or regulate 
technology transfers. It is also noteworthy that when the UN initiated 
a comeback in the area of development in the 1990s, it adopted an 
approach that was plainly less ambitious than before. As they dealt 
with topics such as children (1990), the environment (1992), human 
rights (1993), women (1995), habitat (1996), or racism (2001), the UN 
major conferences of that decade opened new paths for dialogue, but 
they deliberately stayed away from the alternative global approach 
that was put forward during the 1970s. As the years passed, the UN 
increasingly fell into line with the prevalent orthodoxy, according to 
which development policies had to rely on the market, with domestic 
impediments to growth outweighing the constraints associated with 
the external environment. ’° 
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As the UN watched its political influence wane, the IMF, the World 
Bank, and the GATT —- which became the World Trade Organization 
(WTO) in 1995 — saw theirs wax considerably. In two decades, these 
bodies were able to establish themselves as the main “globalizers.””' 
For the right, two main reasons justified the realignment of forces 
within the multilateral system. To begin with, the economic expertise 
of the Bretton Woods institutions was deemed unquestionably 
superior to that of the UN. Specifically, the mainstream, neoclassical 
approach of these institutions appeared better able to address the 
needs of poor countries. Second, conservatives believed that the 
strengthening of the Bretton Woods institutions would improve 
the cohesion of the international system by allowing the rich countries 
to play a more important political role. Indeed, the voting power of 
member-states in the IMF and the World Bank is directly proportional 
to their economic power. The United States, in particular, occupies 
a dominant position in both institutions, since no major decision can 
be made without its consent. At the GATT-WTO, decision-making 
procedures are formally more democratic but they remain de facto 
“weighted...in favour of the major developed countries.””* By 
acknowledging more frankly the link between wealth and political 
authority, the new multilateral setup seemed to provide the govern- 
ance of development with a more rational operational framework. 

The Third World debt crisis of the early 1980s strongly contributed 
to the rising influence of the IMF and the World Bank. It should be 
recalled that in the North, this crisis was often said to jeopardize the 
very foundations of the international financial system. The govern- 
ments of the G7 thus felt compelled to urge the international financial 
institutions to be stricter with borrowing states. This new approach 
led to the inception of structural adjustment programs, which over the 
years imposed a series of stringent economic and political conditions 
on nearly a hundred debtor countries. The GATT—WTO, for its part, 
was able to become a potent political force because of two converg- 
ing factors. For one thing, the adjustment policies advocated by the 
international financial institutions always favored free trade and 
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extolled the spirit of GATT rules. In addition, conservatives and the 
business community actively pushed the GATT-WTO to extend the 
liberalization of the world economy beyond the exchange of manu- 
factured goods. 

On the strength of their rising authority, the Bretton Woods insti- 
tutions managed, in a few years, to redefine development politics. 
The “Washington consensus” became the emblem for the neoliberal 
reforms promoted jointly by the IMF, the World Bank, the GATT- 
WTO, and the governments of the North. The term became fashionable 
to a degree that dismayed John Williamson, the British economist who 
had coined it, with a narrower meaning in mind. Once it had slipped 
out of the control of experts, the idea of a “Washington consensus” 
served as a shorthand reference to the proximity, both geographic and 
intellectual, of the main strongholds of development-related inter- 
national power. As Ngaire Woods reminds us, the policies imple- 
mented in the name of this “consensus” were in fact challenged on 
both sides of the political spectrum.”’ These challenges, however, 
were hardly symmetrical: the opposition to the “Washington con- 
sensus” mobilized a major portion of the left, but only a small part of 
the right. Overall, it was truly a conservative “counter-revolution” * 
that the Bretton Woods institutions piloted as of the 1980s. 


A new development agenda 


Fostered by the political right, the rearrangement of North-South 
relations brought a redefinition of development objectives. The new 
agenda was based on the axiom “that there is only one economics, 
and that economics is a universal science equally applicable to all 
societies.”’? With the failure of the socialist experiment and the dif- 
ficulties faced by Keynesianism, the notion that there might exist a 
distinct discipline called “development economics” — more open to 
state intervention — was increasingly called into question. British 
economist John Toye relates that in the mid-1980s the US represen- 
tative to the Asian Development Bank flatly declared, “the United 
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States completely rejects the idea that there is such a thing as ‘devel- 
opment economics’.”’° The premise that the economic policies valid 
for rich countries were also valid for poor ones did a great deal to 
advance the movement from the old development agenda toward a 
new set of priorities. 

The World Bank encapsulated this shift by describing the 1980s as a 
period that “downplayed distribution and poverty and insisted on re- 
establishing market mechanisms to promote economic growth.” ’” 
The priority of economic governance, according to a popular catch- 
phrase, was “to get prices right.” This approach was incorporated 
in the policies of the IMF and the World Bank, for whom the prime 
responsibility of governments was to ensure that markets were propped 
up by a sound macro-economic framework. Structural adjustment 
programs, which were in effect monetarist recipes for the South, 
pushed developing countries to adopt high interest rates in order to 
curb inflation, to devalue their currencies to stimulate exports, and to 
introduce rigorous budgetary measures to improve public finances. 
Within this cocktail of prescriptions designed to stabilize the balance 
of payments, the reduction of government expenditures was regarded 
as especially warranted, on the grounds that markets were more 
efficient than states in allocating resources. Accordingly, adjustment 
policies often involved the deregulation of the price of goods and 
services that had until then been publicly supported, and the priva- 
tization of state-owned enterprises. Initially, these reforms were pre- 
sented as transition measures on the road back to a financially sound 
environment. Over time, however, they increasingly became under- 
stood as elements of a “permanent discipline.” ”* 

In conjunction with structural adjustment, two other objectives 
shaped the policies designed by the international institutions and the 
governments of the developed countries in the 1980s and 1990s: trade 
liberalization and the promotion of foreign direct investment. The 
two objectives stemmed in fact from a common assumption, that 
the opening of borders was good for development. 
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Free trade became promoted as never before. For conservatives, 
there was a natural step from recognizing the benefits of markets at 
the domestic level to advising Southern countries to become more open 
to international trade. Trade was seen as a powerful engine of economic 
growth, because exports created jobs, while imports prompted local 
businesses to enhance the quality and the diversity of their products. 
Resolutely supportive of this way of thinking, the WTO declared 
in 2002 that the elimination of all tariff and non-tariff barriers 
could increase the income of Third World countries by $370 billion.”” 
Conservatives also embraced the idea that growth helped the poor. 
Citing such examples as China, India, Vietnam, or Uganda, they 
asserted that the countries that had best succeeded in reducing poverty 
were those with the highest growth rates.*° The full reasoning was 
straightforward: since trade was good for growth, and growth good 
for the poor, then trade was necessarily good for the poor. This line of 
argument, ultimately, summarized the neoliberal stance on the bene- 
fits of globalization for developing countries. 

The Uruguay Round negotiations (1986-94), the creation of the 
World Trade Organization (1995), and the launching of the Doha 
Round (2001) contributed to integrating the South in a trade regime 
that remains by and large defined and shaped by the North. Govern- 
ments of the North, indeed, drafted new norms for services, intellectual 
property, and investment, in line with their own national interests. 
Although developing countries did make some gains in recent trade 
talks, their historical concerns regarding the acceptance of import 
substitution policies, the promotion of self-reliance, the possibility of 
special and differential treatment, and the reform of decision-making 
structures were for the most part put aside. To this day, it is still 
unclear whether Third World countries, starting with giants such as 
India and Brazil, ended up joining the game of international compe- 
tition willingly. Be that as it may, in the trade negotiations of the past 
two decades the poor conceded more than the rich, and the WTO often 
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took the part of an instrument in the service of “an old-fashioned form 
of realist power politics.”*! 

As for the promotion of foreign direct investment, it was an integral 
component of the vast movement in favor of the private sector and the 
globalization of markets. The United Nations Conference on Trade 
and Development (UNCTAD) estimated that between 1991 and 2002, 
95 percent of all government measures dealing with foreign invest- 
ment encouraged greater liberalization.*” With the countries of the 
South taking an active part in this international trend, foreign direct 
investment began to play a much bigger role than before in develop- 
ment financing. Between 1980 and 2004, flows of foreign direct 
investment to the Third World grew 28-fold, surging from $8 billion 
to $230 billion.*° 

International institutions were instrumental in rehabilitating foreign 
investment and in getting the developing countries to display a new 
openness toward transnational corporations. The leadership role 
played by the WTO was in this respect decisive. The Agreement on 
Trade Related Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights that was nego- 
tiated during the Uruguay Round represented a particularly significant 
innovation, as it gave large corporations increased protection for their 
patents. At the same time, the structural adjustment programs imposed 
by the IMF and the World Bank systematically required the govern- 
ments of the South to relax their restrictive policies toward foreign 
investors. As for the UN, whose previous hostility toward multinational 
companies was well known, it effected “a change of 180 degrees.”** 
After the early 1990s, instead of advocating greater control over 
transnational corporate activities in the Third World, the organization 
took on the mandate of actively promoting foreign investment. This 
ideological shift was aptly summarized by then Secretary-General Kofi 
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Annan, when he described the goals of the UN — promoting peace 
and development — and the goals of business — creating wealth and 
prosperity — as “mutually supportive.”*° 

It is still difficult to assess precisely the impact of the new economic 
approaches that have been introduced in the South over the past 
twenty years. Whereas these policies were put in place to foster eco- 
nomic growth, there is some evidence that they have led to a growing 
concentration of wealth and to an increase in inequality. What is 
perfectly clear, at all events, is that the advancement of structural 
adjustment, free trade, and foreign investment was in close harmony 
with the values and principles of an assertive global right. 

This neoliberal reshaping of development objectives was accom- 
panied by a transformation of development assistance policies. In 
1980, foreign aid represented 0.37 percent of the developed countries’ 
GNP. By 1997, this proportion had reached a historic low of 
0.22 percent.*° To the satisfaction of conservatives — and thanks in 
large part to the US administration’s ceaseless efforts — the inter- 
national target of 0.7 percent, which the governments of the South 
and NGOs recalled at every opportunity, had lost its sacred aura. 
Revealingly, Denmark, Norway, Sweden, and the Netherlands — four 
states where social-democracy and the left have historically been 
strong — were the only rich countries to constantly display an aid con- 
tribution above 0.7 percent. The predictions of those who foresaw the 
possible end of foreign aid proved unwarranted, however. In the wake 
of the 2002 Monterrey meeting, and boosted by debt relief operations, 
development assistance went up to 0.33 percent of the developed 
countries’ GNI and totaled over $100 billion by 2005. Yet, according 
to preliminary OECD estimates, aid is likely to fall back in the late 
2000s.*” Overall, the relative weight of aid in Northern countries’ for- 
eign policy has been on the decline over the past quarter-century. 

Numerous reasons explained the drop of development assistance. 
More often than not, governments of the North justified their decreased 
generosity by the need to put their public finances in order. The 


85 United Nations, “Cooperation Between United Nations and Business,” press 
release, SG/2043, February 9, 1998. 

8° OECD, Development Co-operation Report 2002, Paris, OECD, 2003, p. 229. 

87 See OECD, “Development Aid from OECD Countries Fell 5.1 Percent in 
2006,” (www.oecd.org/document/17/0,2340,en_2649_34447_38341265_ 
1_1_1_1,00.html) 


The triumph of market democracy (1980-2007) 163 


reduction in aid budgets was presented as part of a larger effort to 
limit government spending, and as the price to pay to ensure the long- 
term sustainability of development assistance programs. An “aid 
fatigue” among the public of donor countries was also evoked, and 
attributed to the apparent failure of past policies. In Africa, it was 
often said, the allocation of vast resources had not succeeded in pushing 
back poverty. Conservatives also argued that it was unacceptable to 
continue to subsidize inefficient governments, which rejected market 
mechanisms and stubbornly held on to state-centered development 
strategies.°* At the end of the 1990s, the World Bank fueled such 
criticisms when it concluded that developing countries with “mediocre” 
policies received more financial aid than those with “good” policies.*” 
As aid agencies understandably sought to reverse this trend, slashing 
development assistance budgets was increasingly legitimized by the 
need to fight against waste and corruption. 

Although this was rarely admitted publicly, there is no doubt that 
the end of the Cold War also contributed to the decline of aid. Until 
the end of the 1980s, the struggle against communism and the desire 
to prevent Third World countries from aligning themselves with the 
USSR pushed Western governments to maintain relatively generous 
development assistance policies. From the moment the Soviet Union 
converted itself to a market economy, that strategic motivation van- 
ished. In addition, as former territories of the Soviet bloc became 
themselves aid recipients, they drained a share of the total resources 
available to the poorest countries. 

In keeping with the neoliberal approach, the rise of private finan- 
cing was presented as minimizing the need for aid in the fight against 
poverty. Many on the right contended that the quality of aid was a 
good deal more crucial than its volume. Following the precepts of the 
“new public management,” aid agencies increasingly tried to make 
their organizational culture more “results-oriented.””° This new philo- 
sophy had a significant impact on the design of development assistance 
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programs. For much of the 1980s, aid was thus adapted to the impera- 
tives of adjustment policies, either to hasten their implementation 
or to compensate for their negative social effects.”' In the 1990s, the 
donor community then shifted its objectives to promote good gov- 
ernance. This catch-all concept served at times to strengthen the rule 
of law — a result welcomed by all — but it was also often used to ease 
the adoption of policies favoring market expansion. It was, for 
example, in the name of good governance that governments of the 
South were asked to privatize public services and foster public-private 
partnerships. 

More recently, the conservative influence on aid policies has made 
itself felt through the emphasis put on the fight against terrorism. 
The inclusion of this issue in the aid regime — due, of course, to the 
September 11, 2001 attacks and to the subsequent war on terrorism — 
was made official by donor countries in 2003.”* The struggle against 
terrorism then justified a redirection of aid resources toward certain 
countries (Afghanistan, Iraq, and Pakistan notably) in response to 
geo-political interests. In 2005, for instance, debt forgiveness grants 
to Iraq amounted to nearly $14 billion. More generally, the fight 
against terrorism led to an increasing overlap between development 
and security financing. Highly critical of this tendency toward a 
“securitization of development aid,””” the left has constantly repeated 
that the defeat of terrorism is impossible in the absence of a war on 
poverty; these arguments, however, have been to little avail. 


Conclusion 


In the last two decades of the twentieth century, the global right 
gained the upper hand. Communism was no longer a threat, democracy 
was on the rise around the world, and social-democratic prescriptions 
for state intervention seemed less convincing than the new breed of 
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market-oriented policies associated with monetarism and neoliberal- 
ism. Most countries made a priority of fighting inflation, even at the 
cost of increasing unemployment, and practically every public policy 
was reconsidered in order to reduce cost and enhance market flexi- 
bility. The market logic was extended to almost every social under- 
taking: even the state was to be “run like a business.” 

In the international arena, the demands of the poorer countries for a 
more equitable world were also displaced by strong calls for structural 
adjustment policies and for trade and investment rules suitable for 
an integrated global market. The affluent democracies reduced their 
contributions for development assistance, but they nevertheless felt 
justified in assessing the governments of the South for their good gov- 
ernance. This stance conveniently ignored the fact that when a country 
was poor, governance was also likely to be poor. “The problem,” noted 
Jeffrey Sachs, was “not that poorly governed countries get too much 
help, but that well-governed countries get far too little.””* 

Culturally, the triumph of market democracy also facilitated the 
ascent of individualism. In a context where competitiveness became 
an all-encompassing objective, indeed almost a value, personal success 
was readily celebrated. Individual rights and identities became central 
political concerns, and citizens increasingly looked to the courts to 
adjudicate disputes. Conservatives were ambivalent about these trends, 
some applauding any expression of individualism, others being more 
concerned by the potential decline of traditional values. On the left, 
reactions were mixed as well, the politics of rights and identity being 
perceived as progress by some, and as a distraction from the search 
for equality by others. In a sense, the lines appeared to be blurring. As 
the left adjusted to a neoliberal world, the possibility of a new con- 
figuration for the long-lasting debate between the left and the right 
was increasingly evoked. 
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7 Twenty-first-century rapprochement 


On May 1, 1997, Tony Blair and his New Labour Party won the British 
general election with 43.2 percent of the vote, against 30.7 percent 
for the Conservatives and 16.8 percent for the Liberal Democrats. 
Coming from a distance, the Labour Party won more seats than ever 
in its history. It progressed in every region and in most social groups, 
among the less fortunate and the young in particular.' After eighteen 
years in opposition, the British left was finally able to form a strong 
and legitimate majority government. This was, however, a new left. 
A New Labour government, Blair had promised, would define a new 
course, away “from the solutions of the old left and those of the 
Conservative right,” and focused on “what works.”” 

Tony Blair was not alone. A few years earlier, in 1992, Democrat 
Bill Clinton was elected president of the United States with a com- 
mitment to “reinvent government” and restore the responsibility of 
citizens and a sense of community. “The change I seek and the change 
that we must all seek,” Clinton had explained in October 1991, “isn’t 
liberal or conservative. It’s different and it’s both.”° In October 1993, 
Canadians replaced the Conservatives, in power since 1984, with the 
centrist Liberal Party, led by Jean Chrétien. In continental Europe, 
social-democrats were also coming to power, in one country after the 
other. At the June 1997 European summit in Amsterdam, ten out of 
fifteen member-states sent social-democratic or socialist prime ministers 
(Austria, Denmark, Finland, France, Greece, Italy, the Netherlands, 
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Portugal, Sweden, and the United Kingdom).* Among the few coun- 
tries still governed by conservatives, Germany was also about to turn 
left, with the election of Gerhard Schréder in October 1998. Like 
Clinton and Blair before him, Schréder offered a reformed set of pro- 
gressive policies, conceived to please voters, described as “Die Neue 
Mitte,” the new center.” 

The left was back, and it was back with a new message, which 
claimed to define a distinctive path — a “Third Way” — between the 
traditional left and the neoliberal right. In the meantime, the right 
also softened up. After two Reagan mandates, presidential candidate 
George H. W. Bush promised in 1988 a “kinder, gentler America.”° 
Succeeding Margaret Thatcher in 1990, John Major offered continuity, 
but in a pragmatic, less abrasive fashion.’ This milder conservatism 
was often described as “Thatcherism with a grey face.”* In Mexico, 
center-right president Vicente Fox, who came to power after a historic 
election in 2000, often stressed that he was not a neoliberal — “yo no 
soy neoliberal” — but simply interested in improving the income and 
quality of life of his country’s families.” Just as social-democratic 
parties were constrained by pressures to maintain competitive tax 
rates and a balanced budget, conservatives had to face the unflinching 
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popularity of the welfare state, as well as growing worries about 
inequality and poverty.'° 

The end of the 1990s was also marked by a major downturn in the 
world economy. The East Asian financial and economic crisis that 
started in July 1997 was indeed the most important global crisis since 
the Great Depression. Spreading rapidly through Asia and then to 
Russia and Latin America, the crisis shook confidence in multilateral 
economic institutions and raised serious questions about the neoliberal 
policies associated with the “Washington consensus.” Meant to foster 
economic growth and stability, these policies had indeed been legiti- 
mated by the success of the East Asian “models.” '' Amidst debates on 
the causes and on the significance of the Asian debacle, critical voices 
began to be heard and alternative policies, more favorable to state 
intervention and redistribution, were put forward. '* 

In world as in domestic politics, the distance between the right and 
the left seemed to narrow. Politicians and diplomats began to speak 
of a growing consensus on development and of the need to combat 
global poverty.'’> Mark Malloch Brown, who was then head of the 
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), put the matter 
succinctly: 


I believe we are at a pivotal moment in global development — an interna- 
tional equivalent of the contemporary domestic debates about welfare reform 
that are in different ways preoccupying countries from the United States 
to France to Germany — where the right has realized that the case for doing 
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something is now too powerful to hide behind past failures, and the left — 
recognizing those failures — is taking a much tougher approach to perfor- 
mance and results. '* 


This chapter explores this rapprochement between the left and the 
right. The story starts with the transformation of the left in the 1990s, 
which brought progressive forces around the world to accept some 
aspects of the neoliberal agenda. The following two sections consider 
the tangible consequences of this evolution, and ponder in parti- 
cular the significance of “Third Way” politics and of what has been 
deemed the “new development consensus.” The last section underlines 
the continuing relevance of the left-right cleavage, in a context where 
the search for equality continues to be a defining division, in global as 
well as in domestic politics. 


A renewed left 


In the 1990s, the left was confronted with two challenges, which 
pulled it in opposite directions. On one hand, a host of new movements 
emerged, to question established parties and organizations and voice 
additional demands, which were not met readily by traditional socialist 
or social-democratic approaches. On the other hand, the political 
success of the right forced progressives to revise their orientations, 
accept more openly the market economy, and design policy options 
that were more attuned to the requirements of global competition. 
Consider, first, the rise of new social movements. Between the end 
of the Second World War and the 1980s, economic growth, the 
expansion of the service sector, high levels of employment, and the 
welfare state literally transformed affluent democracies. Manufac- 
turing workers declined in numbers compared to service employees, 
which became the dominant category in post-industrial economies.” 
Many of these service employees were little qualified, poorly paid, and 
poorly protected. They found themselves on the losing side of mod- 
ernization. Numerous others, however, ended up on the winning side, 
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and occupied skilled and professional positions, in both the public and 
the private sector. Political conflicts increasingly pitted the new middle 
class, formed by these winners who were more educated and guided 
by post-materialist values, against established elites and groups, 
anchored in traditional values. Social demands became less focused on 
production and distribution than on consumption, lifestyle, and social 
risks, and they were voiced by a host of movements speaking in the 
name of the young, women, or different ethnic, cultural, or sexual 
minorities. New causes were also promoted, to protect the environ- 
ment, ban nuclear energy, bring world peace, or defend local neigh- 
borhoods. These emerging conflicts were fought using innovative 
modes of operation that privileged participation, local and global 
networking, and direct actions. The aim was not only to influence 
political decisions, but also to change the very democratic procedures 
that presided over these decisions. '° 

Parties of the left were in retreat in the 1980s, and these new 
movements tended to fill the void. Local and national actions were 
undertaken on a broad variety of issues, and they pushed leftist pol- 
itics in uncharted territory. Faced with rapid changes in the political 
environment, particularly well illustrated by the rise of green parties, 
social-democrats tried to adjust, sometimes by distancing themselves 
from what some called the “loony left,” but more often than not by 
renewing their own programs.’’ For its part, the right had to deal with 
the emergence of radical parties on its side, which articulated a 
populist, and at times racist, defense of the losers in post-industrialism. 
Being in power, however, it usually did so more easily — at least for a 
time — with symbolic gestures and piecemeal legislation that displayed 
toughness against criminals, welfare recipients, or illegal immigrants. '* 

Challenged on their right as well as on their left, social-democrats 
also had to rethink their policy orientations to take into account the 
power of the neoliberal agenda. The first adjustments in this respect 
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were mostly defensive. Whether in opposition or in government, parties 
of the left basically felt compelled to fall in line with the imperatives 
of a neoliberal world. Controlling inflation became a priority, higher 
levels of unemployment were accepted, and the welfare state was 
preserved rather than expanded. Policy options remained, and dif- 
ferences between the left and the right persisted — in labor market, 
family, or education policies, for instance — but progressives, who had 
always considered that history was on their side, were no longer guided 
by a clear vision of a socialist or social-democratic future.'? Governing 
affluent democracies came to appear as a lackluster exercise in man- 
aging as fairly as possible a situation of “permanent austerity.””° In 
the South, strong neoliberal pressures and serious internal difficulties 
also pushed leftist governments toward prudent, adaptive policies.”' 
At the end of the 1990s, however, most parties of the left had begun 
to change, to define their own, more positive synthesis of social- 
democracy and neoliberalism, under the umbrella of the “Third Way.” 
A telling expression of this evolution came from the Indian state of 
West Bengal, when the world’s longest-running democratically elected 
communist government, led by Marxist Buddhadeb Bhattacharya, 
had to admit that there were benefits to foreign investments. Bhatta- 
charya summarized the transformation of his party, re-elected for a 
seventh consecutive term in 2006, in stark terms: “It’s either reform 
or perish.”** 

A similar shift took place in world politics, with the combined rise 
of new social actors and new policy orientations. The growth of 
global social movements was particularly spectacular. In 1973, the 
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world had fewer than 200 transnational social movements organiza- 
tions (TSMOs), which could be defined as organizations that brought 
participants from various countries to work together toward political 
change on issues such as human rights, the environment, peace, 
women’s rights, development, and global justice. By 2000, the total 
was close to a thousand. Greenpeace and Amnesty International, for 
instance, had become thriving TSMOs that stood at the forefront of 
the global progressive movement.*’ Likewise, Jubilee 2000, a broad 
international coalition calling for the cancellation of Third World debt, 
was able to gather more than 24 million signatures from 166 countries 
in 2000, to produce the largest petition in history.** International 
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) more broadly defined — to 
include a wide variety of private, voluntary groups — also progressed, 
to rise to more than 25,000 by 2004, with the number of local and 
national NGOs even larger.*? Some of these NGOs remained apolit- 
ical or even closer to the political right, but overall those who leaned 
toward the left were more numerous and more vocal. 

TSMOs and NGOs actively participated in the global upsurge of 
civil society that took place in the 1990s and early 2000s. As was the 
case domestically, this upsurge first expressed a critique of global- 
ization and of triumphant neoliberalism. The main targets were the 
WTO, the IMF, the World Bank, and the G-8, and the participants in 
a rising wave of protests came from diverse backgrounds, including 
trade unions, student associations, environmental groups, and human 
rights coalitions.*° Gradually, this global movement took a more pur- 
poseful orientation, and sought to define a globalization compatible 
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with social justice. The anti-globalization label gave way to the notion 
of another globalization, or alter-globalization. The rapid evolution 
of alternative summits was telling in this respect. Initiated in the 1980s 
as relatively quiet parallel summits that challenged the restrictive 
character of the formal gatherings of the world’s elites, leftist meetings 
soon developed into genuine counter-summits that brought protesters 
to the streets. This more militant form of action culminated at the WTO 
Seattle meeting in 1999, which constituted something like the high- 
water mark of the anti-globalization movement. At about the same 
time, in the wake of a counter-summit to denounce the 1999 World 
Economic Forum in Davos, a truly alternative summit was conceived, 
the World Social Forum, which first met in Porto Alegre in January 
2001. A more affirmative purpose then emerged, to replace the sheer 
protest against globalization by a commitment to define and pro- 
mote global justice from a progressive perspective.”’ 

The general idea became to improve rather than merely to reject 
global capitalism. To a large extent, the moderate stance that pre- 
vailed was the one defended by civil society organizations in UN- 
sponsored conferences as of the beginning of the 1990s. The political 
strategy advocated by these organizations had always privileged 
negotiation rather than confrontation. In terms of objectives, their 
approach centered on the need to put the fight against poverty at the 
heart of international development policies. Besides fostering growth 
and justice, they claimed, the reduction of poverty would contribute 
to attenuate a whole range of threats, including interethnic conflicts, 
terrorist violence, environmental degradation, crime, racial hatred, 
and pandemics. 

The global left thus entered the twenty-first century more united 
and more assertive than it had been in two decades. As old references 
to socialism or to collective and national self-reliance more or less 
vanished, progressives strove instead for a “fair” world economy.”® 
Fairness, in this perspective, implied closing the widening gap between 
the richest and the poorest, and addressing the “inequality pre- 
dicament” that prevented “social justice and better living conditions 
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for all.”*° In this connection, the left increasingly criticized the double 
standard of the economic policies of the North. By imposing on the 
South trade rules and norms that they did not have to respect during 
their own industrialization process, countries of the North were indeed 
seen as “kicking away the development ladder.”*” More sensitive 
than before to the logic of liberalism, the left also embedded its social 
concerns within a human rights approach.’! Social movements pre- 
sented the promotion of human rights as the paramount responsibility 
of governments, and defined development as a process whose ultimate 
goal was the realization of the political, economic, social, and cultural 
rights of individuals. 

Finally, the left paid more attention to the democratization of 
global governance. The internationalization of production and finance 
networks, it was argued, had not been accompanied by an equivalent 
internationalization of social institutions.’ Markets had become 
global, but political power continued to be exercised within the 
framework of national sovereignty. To better anchor market processes 
in universally shared values, progressive movements called for a new 
global social contract. This was another way to pursue the long- 
fought battle for multilateral reforms that would give the South more 
say in the management of the world economy. In a somewhat more 
innovative vein, compatible with the new left emphasis on democratic 
procedures, civil society organizations also asserted that the govern- 
ance of development could not be entrusted to states alone, and that 
poverty reduction could not move ahead without citizen involvement. 
Convinced that real democracy went beyond the holding of free 
elections, NGOs worked to make social groups better heard by 
national governments and international organizations. Global de- 
mocracy remained a long way off, but these movements did help to 
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involve a greater number of citizens from the North and the South in 
the development debate. 

To sum up, progressive forces may have been slow to respond to the 
rise of neoliberalism in the early 1980s, but after the end of the Cold 
War, the collaboration forged among TSMOs, NGOs, international 
organizations, and some national governments gradually transformed 
world politics. The global left fashioned a new discourse, which 
was consistent with the emerging domestic preoccupations of social- 
democrats, and was heard everywhere, from the corridors of major 
international institutions to the slums of Third World cities. The pri- 
mary concerns of this renewed global left were constructed around 
the idea of a fair world economy, and included the fight against 
poverty, gender equality, debt cancellation, the promotion of fair 
trade and sustainable development, increases in foreign aid, and the 
empowerment of civil society. At home, just as parties of the left 
were accepting some of the tenets of neoliberalism, social movements 
also adopted new causes and identities and, more broadly, fought for 
what British sociologist Anthony Giddens called “the democratizing 
of democracy.”*? 


The Third Way 


In April 1999, Bill Clinton organized a meeting in Washington with 
Tony Blair, Gerhard Schréder, and Dutch and Italian social-democratic 
prime ministers Wim Kok and Massimo D’Alema. The five leaders 
decided to launch a new international center-left alliance, the Pro- 
gressive Governance movement, which would meet annually, starting 
with a conference in Berlin in June 2000. A few months after the 
Washington meeting, Blair and Schréder released a joint paper, to 
present their center-left ideas for the future of Europe.’* The social- 
democratic left was now in power, and in a position to define and 
implement its own vision for the coming years. 

The Third Way and Die Neue Mitte, explained Blair and Schréder, 
were the labels used in British and German politics to capture a new 
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social-democratic perspective, which was faithful to the perennial 
values of the left but also in tune with the demands of “today’s world.” 
In the past decades, the two leaders wrote, the left had focused too 
much on “equality of outcome” and not enough on the importance of 
“rewarding effort and responsibility”; it had favored solutions that 
were often bureaucratic and expensive, and forgotten that “social 
conscience cannot be measured by the level of public expenditures”; 
it had put more weight on rights than on responsibilities; and it had 
undervalued “the importance of individual and business enterprise 
to the creation of wealth.” The world, however, had changed, and 
the left could no longer let itself be trapped in an “ideological 
straitjacket” inherited from the past. 

Modernization, globalization, and technological evolution made 
products, capital, and labor markets more fluid and required flexible 
rules. Changed gender roles, new family structures, and longer life 
expectancy imposed a revision of welfare programs just as the level of 
public expenditures “more or less reached the limits of acceptability.” 
And unprecedented threats with respect to the environment, crime, 
and poverty had to be addressed. To do so, social-democrats needed 
to bet on “a new entrepreneurial spirit at all levels of society.” They 
had, in particular, to foster the development of a qualified and well- 
paid workforce, through a social security system that encouraged 
“initiative.” Progressives also needed to accept private enterprise and 
partnerships of all kinds more readily, and aim for a leaner state, 
which “should not row, but steer.”°° In policy terms, these orienta- 
tions translated into a “new supply-side agenda for the left” premised 
on: a market framework favorable to competition; streamlined and 
lower income and business taxes; flexible social and labor market 
policies to encourage rapid transitions from school, unemployment, or 
welfare to work; strong investments in education and training; and 
sound public finances. These choices might appear to some rather 
close to those of the conservatives, but for Blair and Schroder this 
was a mistaken view. “Modern social democrats,” they explained, 
were “not laissez-faire neo-liberals,” because they believed in “an 
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active state” whose “top priority” was “investment in human and 
social capital.”°” 

Anthony Giddens, who was a close advisor to Tony Blair and cer- 
tainly the most prominent advocate of the Third Way, similarly dif- 
ferentiated this new vision from both “classical” social democracy and 
neoliberalism. Classical social-democracy, Giddens wrote, favored 
a strong state, a mixed economy, Keynesian demand management, 
full employment, comprehensive welfare programs, egalitarianism, 
and internationalism in the context of a bipolar world. Neoliberalism, 
on the other hand, privileged a minimal state, unrestricted markets, 
monetarism, price stability, a welfare state acting merely as a “safety 
net,” less egalitarian objectives, and a nationalist and realist stance 
in a still bipolar world. Breaking with these antinomies, Third Way 
politics proposed instead a more democratic state relying on an active 
civil society, a new mixed economy of state-society and private-public 
partnerships, a notion of equality centered on social inclusion, a welfare 
state understood as a social investment instrument, and a more cosmo- 
politan view of the world.** It remained unclear, however, what 
exactly would be the distinctive macro-economic policy of the Third 
Way. The focus was more general, and referred to a less interven- 
tionist state, which would conceive its expenditures as social invest- 
ments and seek to facilitate the inclusion of all citizens in the market 
economy. 

Not surprisingly, many on the left considered that Third Way 
advocates and politicians were basically a kinder and gentler sort of 
neoliberal. Few critics put the matter as bluntly as Oskar Lafontaine, 
who was Schréder’s rival in the German social-democratic party and 
his finance minister until he quit in March 1999. In the book he 
published after his resignation — Das Herz schlagt links (The Heart 
Beats to the Left) — Lafontaine stated that “the Third Way was no way 
at all” (“Der dritte Weg ist ein Holzweg”).°” In the same vein, British 
political scientist Mark Wickham-Jones contended that Blair’s Third 
Way discourse amounted to an “abandonment of social democracy” 
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in favor of a politics of resignation that offered no more than remedial 
responses to the failures of neoliberalism.*° 

In Europe, most social-democratic politicians avoided the Third 
Way label, and positioned themselves at a distance from Blair and 
Schréder.*' Some were openly critical, like French socialist prime 
minister Lionel Jospin, who struggled to keep together his “plural left” 
governing coalition (“gauche plurielle”). Claiming to lead the most 
leftist government in the Western world, Jospin regularly denounced 
Blair as a neoliberal.*” In practice, however, these different social- 
democratic governments evolved along similar lines, close to Third 
Way orientations. They modified legislations and incentives to stimu- 
late employment growth without using expansionary fiscal policies, 
sought to contain public expenditures, and invested in education, train- 
ing, and employability programs, in a social investment perspective.*” 
Did they all succumb to what Andrew Glyn called the “remorseless 
pressure” of neoliberalism?** Or was the Third Way a genuine 
center-left alternative to the conservative policies of the 1980s and 
1990s? 

A good way to address these questions is to look at the conception 
of equality put forward by proponents of the Third Way. Ideas about 
equality, after all, stand at the heart of the left-right division. If the 
Third Way broke with the tradition of the left, it certainly was not 
because it accepted market mechanisms or sought to limit the growth 
of social spending. Indeed, social-democrats have for many decades 
accepted the market — usually with less enthusiasm than Tony Blair, 
though — and they have long understood that the fight for social justice 
was not primarily a conflict about the level of social expenditures.” 
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The left consistently sought, however, to advance social equality, 
whereas parties of the right accepted inequality as an unavoidable 
and, in truth, rather positive fact of life. 

What about the Third Way? Did it remain on the left or move to the 
right with respect to equality? If one takes Giddens as representative, 
the Third Way certainly stood on the left. “The pursuit of equality,” 
he wrote, “has to be at the core of third way politics” and “the recipe 
‘take from the rich to give to the poor’ should remain a cornerstone 
of centre-left policy.”*° In other writings, Giddens referred explicitly 
to Norberto Bobbio in agreeing that the question of equality was a 
defining one for the left, and thus for the Third Way. He insisted, too, 
on the importance of going beyond a mere equality of opportunity, 
such a “meritocratic” conception being insufficient as a goal and 
unsustainable in the long run, since inheritance necessarily made 
opportunities unequal.*’ Some ambiguity nevertheless remained. Blair, 
notably, spoke more easily of an equality of opportunity than of a 
more demanding notion of equality, and Giddens himself sometimes 
seemed in two minds on this count.*® 

In part, these tensions could be linked to a transformation in the 
prevailing conceptions of equality, whereby equality was less and less 
understood as “income equality here and now,” which did not seem 
feasible or desirable, and more and more as a fair “distribution of life 
chances over the life course.” The prudence of Third Way politicians 
in this respect was also tied to their perception of important political 
and economic constraints that seemed to preclude strong egalitarian 
orientations.*” One should note, however, that the Third Way dis- 
course about redistribution evolved over time, starting closer to neo- 
liberalism in the 1990s and gradually moving in a more leftist and 
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egalitarian direction in the 2000s. In the 1990s, the right was still 
largely dominant and the left first had to re-establish itself as a cred- 
ible alternative. The British Labour Party, in particular, had to dem- 
onstrate its capability to govern, in a policy context shaped by almost 
two decades of Thatcherism.°” To do so, New Labour leaders devised 
a program that downplayed many of the left’s traditional preoccu- 
pations, including its preference for equality. In power, the Blair gov- 
ernment nevertheless implemented important redistributive measures, 
to reduce child and pensioner poverty in particular, as well as to 
improve the income of low-paid workers. This “redistribution by 
stealth” did not lower inequalities, but it prevented a further increase 
in after-tax inequalities — which would have happened if the conser- 
vative tax-benefit system had not been changed — and it contributed 
to a reduction in poverty.’' In France, the Jospin government rejected 
the Third Way and placed more emphasis on the search for equality, 
but it adopted relatively similar reforms, which made social protection 
more market-oriented and, in a favorable economic context, also 
helped reduce poverty.” 

With or without the label, Third Way politics defined a moderately 
progressive course tinged with neoliberalism, which allowed the left 
to govern and, after a time, put the question of social justice back on 
the agenda. Poverty and inequality, in particular, once again became 
important political preoccupations. In 2000, for instance, a European 
Council dominated by social-democratic leaders adopted a new 
encompassing objective that combined economic growth with social 
development. The aim was to make the European Union “the most 
competitive and dynamic knowledge-based economy in the world 
capable of sustaining economic growth with more and better jobs 
and greater social cohesion.” At the same Lisbon meeting, the Council 
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made the reduction of poverty and social exclusion an explicit and 
operational objective, to be achieved through National Action Plans 
and the open method of coordination.°’ A year later, the Council 
commissioned a report on a “new architecture for social protection” 
in Europe.’* Initiated by a renewed social-democratic left but also 
accepted by a right that had moved toward the center, a new con- 
sensus seemed to be emerging on the need to combine economic 
objectives with institutions and policies that protected social cohesion 
and fostered social justice. 


The new development consensus 


In world politics, at the turn of the century, North-South negotiations 
also gave way to a remarkable rapprochement between the left and 
the right, to the point that UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan could 
speak in 2005 of an “unprecedented consensus” on how to manage 
relations between rich and poor countries.’ Using the term “con- 
sensus” to describe development diplomacy was perhaps too opti- 
mistic, but the concept nonetheless resonated among experts, who 
referred in turn to a post-Washington consensus, a Copenhagen con- 
sensus, a Monterrey consensus, or a Sao Paulo consensus, to capture 
the changing dynamics of North-South relations. 

The multilateral system provides the best vantage point from which 
to examine how global development was debated by conservatives 
and progressives. For over half a century, the market-oriented approach 
of the Bretton Woods institutions had indeed stood in sharp contrast 
to the social-democratic approach of the United Nations and its 


agencies.’° At the end of the 1990s, the ideological gulf between these 
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two groups of international organizations narrowed considerably, 
and the dialogue between them became more intense than ever. This 
left-right dialogue stemmed, to a large extent, from the more nuanced 
vision of globalization adopted by each side. As the Director-General 
of the International Labour Office (ILO) noted in 2005, all came to 
accept that globalization was “neither the answer to every problem 
nor the cause of every evil.”°’ While UN agencies increasingly agreed 
that an integrated world economy offered “great opportunities” for 
poor countries,’® the Bretton Woods institutions acknowledged for 
their part that globalization also engendered losers and that, in some 
instances, it “reinforced the strong ones and weakened those that 
were already weak.”°”” 

In September 2000, the new development consensus was solemnly 
endorsed, when the United Nations General Assembly adopted the Mill- 
ennium Declaration, a statement that recognized that the “benefits” 
of globalization were “very unevenly shared,” and committed the inter- 
national community to reduce world poverty by half before 2015.°° 
Other “Millennium Development Goals” (MDGs) included achieving 
universal primary education, promoting gender equality, reducing 
child mortality, improving maternal health, halting the spread of 
infectious diseases, ensuring environmental sustainability, and deve- 
loping a global partnership for development. For the first time, a 
coherent set of quantified and time-bound targets was established for 
development policies. The importance of the MDGs was reiterated at 
the Monterrey Conference on Financing for Development in 2002 as 
well as at the UN World Summit in 2005. The Monterrey Declaration 
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proposed to make the twenty-first century “the century of develop- 
ment for all,” while the World Summit emphasized the need “to 
galvanize efforts towards poverty eradication.”°' 

The convergence between the UN agencies and the Bretton Woods 
institutions had been clearly manifested in June 2000 when the IMF, 
the World Bank, the UN, and the OECD jointly signed A Better 
World for All.°? This groundbreaking document, itself the result of 
decisions adopted at various UN conferences held throughout the 
1990s, laid the foundations for the Millennium and the Monterrey 
Declarations. After its publication, as Louis Pauly noted, collabor- 
ation between the UN and the Bretton Woods institutions became 
routinized.°’ A global version of Third Way politics then seemed to 
be emerging. 

The Bretton Woods institutions began to attribute more importance 
than before to the social dimension of development. The World Bank 
and the IMF, for instance, advocated higher levels of foreign aid and 
“pro-poor” economic growth. This change of direction was parti- 
cularly notable at the Bank, which redefined its official mission as 
“working for a world free of poverty.”°* Under the leadership of 
James Wolfensohn (1995-2005), the organization also broadened its 
understanding of poverty beyond traditional income measures, to 
include dimensions such as health, education, the environment, and 
political participation.°’ The following president of the Bank, Paul 
Wolfowitz, maintained this anti-poverty orientation, even though 
his association with American neoconservatism did not predispose 
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him to do so. At the IMF, Managing Director Horst Kohler described 
poverty as “the greatest challenge to peace and security in the 21st 
century.”°° The Fund’s Enhanced Initiative for Highly Indebted Poor 
Countries (HIPC), established in 1999, and its Multilateral Debt 
Relief Initiative, set up in 2005, helped to substantially reduce the debt 
load of Southern governments. Moreover, the introduction by the IMF 
of the Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers (PRSPs) increased the bor- 
rowing countries’ ownership of their economic policies, while encour- 
aging more civil society participation in economic decision-making. 

In trade, the failure of the 1999 Seattle conference prompted the 
WTO to engage more closely with developing countries. Significantly, 
the negotiation round initiated in Doha in 2001 was deemed the 
“Development Round.” At the outset, the South took advantage of 
more transparent negotiation procedures to make gains on issues such 
as technical cooperation and the implementation of the Uruguay 
Round. Later on, the WTO confirmed the poor countries’ right to buy 
generic drugs, and agreed to lift trade restrictions on 97 percent of 
the least developed countries’ exports to the North. The WTO does 
not see itself as a development agency, but in the wake of the Seattle 
debacle it admitted that spreading prosperity more widely stood as 
a “moral imperative.”°’ WTO authorities thus became far more 
vigorous in denouncing the rich countries’ protectionism, especially 
in the agricultural sector. Director-General Pascal Lamy spoke of 
“humanizing globalization,” and recognized that the WTO had to do 
its share to achieve the MDGs. In an untypical critique of the market 
economy, Lamy even suggested that at times “the ‘invisible hand’ 
itself needs to be taken by the hand.”°* 
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Meanwhile, the UN development paradigm became more market- 
friendly. Faced with steady criticisms from developed countries, the 
UN gradually abandoned its old “anti-business prejudice,”°®’ a turn 
reinforced by Bill Gates and Ted Turner’s generous support for UN 
activities. The change was particularly remarkable within the Secre- 
tariat and at the UNDP. In A Better World for All, for example, 
UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan agreed that Third World countries 
had “to lower their tariffs and other trade barriers and streamline 
their systems for the flow of imports, exports and finance,” a position 
traditionally defended by the IMF.’”° In Doha, Annan went still fur- 
ther, and stated that opening markets was “even more important for 
developing countries and transition economies than for the rest of the 
world.”’' The willingness of the UN Secretariat to accept market 
forces was best demonstrated by the Global Compact launched in 
2000. The Compact created a multistakeholder network that in 2006 
involved over 2,500 businesses from ninety countries, along with 
labor organizations, NGOs, and the UN. Its objective was to induce 
the private sector to adopt good practices, based on ten internationally 
approved principles in the areas of human rights, labor, the environ- 
ment, and the prevention of corruption.’~ Sometimes caricatured as a 
pact between the UN and the devil, the Global Compact was rooted 
in the notion that the promotion of corporate social responsibility 
through voluntary measures constituted one of the best ways to correct 
the downsides of globalization. 

The UNDP also worked hard after 2000 to build a more business- 
oriented organizational culture.” Shifting to new forms of results- 
based management, the UN agency endeavored to make its services 
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“more competitive,” and it emphasized performance in the design of 
its assistance programs.’* The UNDP also played an active role in the 
implementation of the PRSPs sponsored by the IMF and the World 
Bank, and it became much more attentive than before to economic 
growth and trade.”° Through programs like the Growing Sustainable 
Business Initiative and the United Nations Capital Development Fund, 
the UNDP emerged as one of the linchpins in the new strategy of 
collaboration between the UN and the private sector. 

A number of factors may explain this evolution toward a more 
consensual vision of development. The new attitude of the Bretton 
Woods institutions can be attributed, in particular, to the lessons drawn 
from the Asian crisis, which was “deeper, longer and harder” because 
of the austerity policies pursued by the IMF.”° With their credibility 
tarnished, the international financial institutions became less arrogant. 
Their stance was also influenced by the coming to power of many 
center-left governments in Europe and North America at the end of the 
1990s. Leaders of these governments were more favorably disposed 
than their predecessors toward international development objectives. 

On the other side, the UN system was strongly influenced by the 
success of developing countries that had liberalized their economy. 
Observing that “the past 25 years have seen the most dramatic reduc- 
tion in extreme poverty that the world has ever experienced,” the 
UN came to the conclusion that markets and globalization could be 
hugely beneficial to development.’’ On the left, some have argued 
that this change of attitude resulted in fact from a “widespread mood of 
resignation” engendered by two decades of pro-market “global intel- 
lectual hegemony.” “* Whatever the case, the evolution of development 
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diplomacy was in phase with the worldwide left-right convergence 
that took place at the turn of the century. 

Faced with the limitations of past policies, the left and the UN 
became more aware of the importance of markets, economic growth, 
and performance. Confronted with their own failures and with the 
criticisms articulated by the South, by civil society organizations, and 
by dissenting experts, the right and the Bretton Woods institutions, for 
their part, were prepared to accept that the state had a role to play, 
and integrated poverty and equity concerns into their policies. From 
this two-sided process emerged a common language giving pride of 
place to the notions of effectiveness and partnership. The new devel- 
opment consensus, however, remained a fragile outcome of power 
relationships, and it did not erase the fundamental differences between 
the global left and the global right. 


Still the left and the right 


In the first round of the French presidential election, in April 2002, 
Lionel Jospin’s “plural left” coalition splintered into its various 
components and many dissatisfied voters abstained, allowing the head 
of the far-right National Front, Jean-Marie Le Pen, to end up with 
more votes than the socialist leader and to qualify for the second 
round against center-right candidate Jacques Chirac. Around Europe, 
wrote an Italian newspaper, political circles were “hit by a thun- 
derbolt.””” The event, however, was not without precedent. In 2000, 
the far-right party of Joerg Haider had been included in an Austrian 
coalition government, creating quite a stir in the European Union. A 
year before, the Italian left had been defeated by the center-right 
coalition of Silvio Berlusconi, which also included far-right elements. 
A month after the French shock, the Dutch far-right, whose leader — 
Pim Fortuyn — was assassinated during the electoral campaign, 
obtained spectacular results, and helped bring about the victory of a 
center-right coalition. Even Denmark and Norway had turned to the 
right in the previous months. 
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Five years after Blair’s victory, the European social-democratic left 
was losing ground to center-right parties that capitalized on economic 
insecurity and on fears about globalization, national identity, and 
immigration. These parties maintained their neoliberal orientations, 
but blended them with more populist and nationalist arguments, 
borrowed from far-right parties they had roundly denounced until 
then. When necessary, mainstream conservatives even accepted for- 
mal alliances with the far-right, to form broad government-winning 
coalitions.*” In the United States, the Republicans also regained 
control of both the presidency and Congress, and they moved deter- 
minedly to the right, to implement tax cuts that undermined the federal 
government’s capacity to fund Medicare, social security, education, 
and debt reduction, and disproportionately benefited the richest one 
percent of Americans.*! 

Social-democrats, admitted Giddens, faced a critical juncture. 
Their situation was not uniformly bad. For one thing, they were still 
in power in many countries of Western Europe, and making progress 
in Eastern Europe and Latin America. Moreover, the comeback of 
the right appeared somewhat superficial, because it was more 
opportunistic than anchored in a strong and appealing vision of the 
future. Often, center-right parties simply “normalized” the themes of 
the far-right to take advantage of popular anxieties about immigra- 
tion, multiculturalism, and crime. Still, the left had “a good deal 
of rethinking to do” to adjust to a new, more competitive political 
reality.** 

For Giddens, it no longer seemed necessary to speak of a Third 
Way. This label, he explained, had proven useful to specify what the 
new center-left was not, and to differentiate it from unreformed 
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social-democracy.** This positioning, however, was now accom- 
plished, and the left could assume power and govern on the basis of its 
core historical values. With a populist right back in power, it became 
in fact more important to stress again the opposition between the left 
and the right, or between social-democracy and neoliberalism, rather 
than insisting once more on the distinctive character of the contem- 
porary center-left. The Third Way was no longer necessary and the 
social-democratic identity could come back. 

This reaffirmation of the traditional left-right division implied as 
well a return to the core concern of left-right politics: equality. In a 
book published in 2005, Giddens and his co-authors made “the case 
for a new egalitarianism,” and deplored the growing inequalities 
brought by decades of neoliberalism.** By contrast, during his 2007 
electoral campaign, rightist French president Nicolas Sarkozy argued 
unabashedly against egalitarianism and in favor of order, authority, 
work, and merit, a discourse that had been shunned by the country’s 
center-right until then.®? In recent years, American politics also 
displayed a strong left-right polarization over cultural values and 
redistribution.”° 

More spectacularly, the turn of the twenty-first century gave rise to 
a strong resurgence of the democratic left in Latin America, with the 
election of Hugo Chavez in Venezuela (1998), Luiz Inacio “Lula” da 
Silva in Brazil (2002), Néstor Kirchner in Argentina (2003), Tabaré 
Vasquez in Uruguay (2005), Evo Morales in Bolivia (2006), Michelle 
Bachelet in Chile (2006), Rafael Correa in Ecuador (2006), and Daniel 
Ortega in Nicaragua (2006). The new Latin American left sometimes 
proved populist and controversial, as in Venezuela and Bolivia, but 
often it chose a prudently reformist course, close to the spirit of the 
Third Way, as in Chile and Uruguay. In either case, the left benefited 
from a widespread desire for more social justice, in countries where 
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democratization and market reforms had failed to reduce profound 
inequalities and enduring poverty. Populist leaders deployed an anti- 
American, anti-globalization discourse and experimented with nation- 
alization and strong-armed interventions, but they also invested in 
social programs and in redistributive measures, in a more or less client- 
elistic manner. More orthodox with respect to the market, public 
administration, and the world order, reformist governments also 
undertook to improve social programs and income distribution.*” 
Across the continent, the politics of left and right became alive, and 
was very clearly defined around the question of equality. 

In Taiwan and Korea, similar debates on democratization and 
neoliberalism took place but, in these cases, it was leftist social move- 
ments that moved non-programmatic political parties to adopt redis- 
tributive and welfare state reforms.** In South Africa, achieving 
effective redistribution proved difficult and the African National 
Congress may even have failed in this respect, but political debates 
were also consumed by equality and by the possibilities of social 
justice in a neoliberal world.*” In the Kerala state of India, the social- 
democratic Left Democratic Front defeated the neoliberal right by a 
landslide in 2006, building on its previous success in alleviating 
poverty, in a region with a very low aggregate income.” In the dem- 
ocracies of the different continents, then, the long historical debate 
between the left and the right was reaffirmed through competing 
visions of equality. 

The same dividing lines manifested themselves in world politics, as 
the new development consensus rapidly showed its limits. This con- 
sensus, indeed, always remained imperfect. Reflecting their distinct 
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mandates, constituencies, and values, the UN agencies and the Bretton 
Woods institutions continued to differ, the former insisting on social 
justice, the latter placing more emphasis on economic growth.”! These 
divergent priorities were anchored in conceptions of equality that 
were clearly delineated by the left-right opposition. 

Inequality, it should be recalled, was a major issue on the UN agenda 
of the early days. The issue was “marginalized” with the failure of the 
new international economic order negotiations of the 1970s, but in 
the wake of the Millennium Summit, the UN became increasingly 
attentive to the exacerbation of global inequality.”* The organization 
presented the persistence of inequality between countries as a huge 
barrier preventing the achievement of the MDGs and the promotion 
of international security. Estimating that “about 70% of global 
income inequality is explained by differences in incomes between 
countries,” the UN insisted on placing the reduction of inequality at 
the core of development policies.”* In a comprehensive perspective, 
the UN promoted simultaneously a greater equality of rights, of oppor- 
tunity, and of living conditions. 

While they had recently accepted the need to combat poverty, the 
Bretton Woods institutions proved more reluctant to talk about 
inequality. In fact, the very logic of markets and competition that 
underpinned the neoliberal model of development advocated by these 
organizations demanded a certain degree of tolerance toward inequal- 
ities. Traditionally more open to progressive ideas than the IMF or the 
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WTO, the World Bank did come to acknowledge that inequality 
undermined economic inefficiency and aggravated social conflicts. 
Revealingly, however, its policy conclusions remained in line with the 
Bretton Woods orthodoxy.”* For one thing, the Bank focused on the 
inequality of opportunities and paid little attention to the inequality 
of outcomes. Also, while admitting that international inequalities 
were more pronounced than internal inequalities, the Bank continued 
to concentrate on the domestic constraints to development, in keeping 
with its contention that “developing countries hold the keys to their 
prosperity.””° 

Fundamentally, the UN and the Bretton Woods institutions 
maintained their contrasting approaches toward globalization and 
governance. The Bretton Woods institutions’ oft-repeated view that 
“growth is the tide that lifts all boats” was openly contested by the 
UN Secretary-General, who reiterated his belief that “no rising tide 
in the global economy will lift all boats.”’° For UN agencies, glob- 
alization and growth could have positive effects only if they were 
“grounded in a human-rights approach and the human empower- 
ment concept of development.””’’ This outlook, however, carried 
little weight with the IMF, the World Bank, and the WTO, who 
simply did not consider the promotion of human rights to be part of 
their mandate.’* From their perspective, global economic integration 
not only increased “the size of the cake,” but it also responded to 
an innate human desire “for expanded horizons and freedom of 
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choice.”’’ Above all, both sides disagreed over the proper role of 
states and markets. For the Bretton Woods institutions, most of the 
time “government intervention distorts and/or rigidifies markets and 
makes them function less well.”'°° Kofi Annan, on the contrary, held 
that “there is no autopilot, no magic of the marketplace,” and called 
for stronger public institutions, able to compensate the losers in 
globalization. '°' 

Behind the new development consensus, the reform agenda pro- 
posed by the Bretton Woods institutions and by the UN continued to 
express the traditional clash of values between the left and the right. 
The financial institutions systematically emphasized the policy space 
already available to developing countries. They thus highlighted these 
countries’ capacity for “self-help,” as well as their leaders’ need to 
pay more attention to good governance, corruption, fiscal adjustment, 
trade liberalization, and private-sector development. The World Bank, 
notably, drew a clear line between “good-policy” and “poor-policy” 
countries.'°* Global reforms considered by the Bretton Woods insti- 
tutions remained limited in scope. The WTO largely focused on the 
opening of domestic markets. For its part, the IMF initiated a debate 
on a new international financial architecture, but discussions were 
essentially confined to issues such as greater policy transparency, 
stronger surveillance mechanisms, and improved interorganizational 
collaboration. The lack of representation of Southern countries in 
the Fund’s governing bodies was recognized as a problem and small 
changes in voting procedures were implemented, but a genuine 
restructuring of the decision-making process did not materialize. 
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Hostile to the idea of integrating all multilateral bodies under the 
authority of the UN, the Bretton Woods institutions were resolved 
to maintain a separation between economic and social issues on the 
global agenda. 

The UN ascribed much more weight to the systemic constraints on 
development, and pushed for governance reforms much more ambi- 
tious than those considered by the WTO or the IMF. Although the 
Monterrey agreement, for example, was welcomed as progress, it did 
not meet the UN’s expectations. UNCTAD, in particular, strongly 
criticized the Monterrey accord for leaving economic development 
to “market forces.”'!°* The UN continued to call for a radical over- 
haul of multilateral trade rules, in order to provide “a level playing 
field” for all countries.'°* In addition to their emphasis on the need 
to democratize major economic forums and put the UN at the core of 
global governance, UN agencies proposed institutional innovations 
that included the launching of a Marshall Plan for the Third World, 
the introduction of global taxes, the creation of an Economic Security 
Council, the establishment of a bankruptcy court, and the creation of 
an international development fund.'®” These ideas were received 
guardedly at best by the Bretton Woods institutions. 

Finally, the two sides maintained their own way of understanding 
the North-South division, each camp finding its inspiration in intel- 
lectual traditions associated with either the right or the left. The Bretton 
Woods institutions remained more comfortable with a framework 
categorizing countries as industrial, emerging, or low-income.'°° This 
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view of the world, inherited from the gradualist conception of history 
associated with the theory of modernization, suggested that under- 
development was not ineluctable, and that states who made the right 
decisions could achieve prosperity. UN agencies, for their part, were 
more inclined to stick to the old core—-periphery vision. These terms, 
however, were given a different meaning from the one they had in the 
1970s, when they were popularized by dependency theory. As UNDP 
head Kemal Dervis put it: “It is no longer a geographical center, but 
a sociological center, and the periphery is the people around it and 
they may include the suburbs of Paris or New Orleans.”!°” Dervis’ 
analysis, which reconceptualized the unequal and antagonistic nature 
of the global system, provided a forceful reminder that, in the field of 
development, the values and beliefs of the left remained altogether 
distinct from those of the right. 


Conclusion 


At the end of the twentieth century, a rapprochement took place 
between the left and the right. In national politics, this movement 
toward the center saw the right soften its stance on market competi- 
tion, individualism, and a leaner state, while the left was coming to 
terms with the legitimacy of the market, the virtues of competition, 
and the need for efficiency. On the left, the most articulate rendition of 
this ideological adjustment came from Third Way advocates such as 
Tony Blair, Gerhard Schréder, and Anthony Giddens, who proposed 
a modernized social-democracy, sensible to the challenges raised by 
globalization, neoliberalism, post-industrialism, and new social move- 
ments. In global politics, a similar process took shape around the idea 
of a new development consensus, able to combine the right’s prefer- 
ence for markets and competition with the left’s concern for social 
justice. For a time, this new compromise seemed sufficiently powerful 
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to bridge the long-standing gap between the views defended by the 
global financial institutions and those of the United Nations. 

The rapprochement, however, soon showed its limits. In global 
politics, it never erased the enduring and numerous differences between 
the left and the right over globalization, growth, inequality, and the 
governance of development. The UN agencies continued to be critical 
of a world that remained profoundly and increasingly unequal, while 
the IMF, the World Bank, and the WTO remained confident that 
the international system was heading in the right direction and could 
become more equitable with good policies and modest reforms. In 
domestic politics, Third Way discourses gradually gave way to more 
classical assertions of social-democratic values, as the right came back 
to power in most of the Western world in the beginning of the 2000s, 
and as the left was reaffirming its strength in Latin America and in 
other countries of the South. 

Systematic studies of party programs in Western democracies 
between the Second World War and the end of the twentieth century 
show the remarkable stability of the left-right division over time and 
across space. In English-speaking democracies, there was a rightward 
shift of all parties in the 1980s, but the gap between the left and the 
right moved along, so that the distance between the two sides remained 
about the same; in continental Europe, this general shift to the right 
did not even take place.'°* Interestingly, European Union politics 
itself was defined and paced by the politics of left and right, as both 
intergovernmental relations and European elections reflected the 
relative strength of conservatives and social-democrats in member 
states.'°” Everything else being equal, parties of the left always spent 
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more and redistributed more than parties of the right, they invested 
more in human capital formation, and they created more public 
employment and social services, leading women to become more leftist 
than men.'!° The left in power had more success, too, in reducing 
poverty at home, and it was also more generous in offering develop- 
ment assistance to promote justice abroad.''' In global politics, actors 
and institutions on the left, NGOs and UN agencies in particular, 
continued to oppose purely market-oriented approaches to global- 
ization, and favored more equality and more democratic governance 
structures. In sum, the debate between the left and the right had 
evolved, as the two sides adjusted to a new world context, but it con- 
tinued to define the most enduring and fundamental divide of global 
politics. 
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8 The core currency of political 
exchange 


The left-right distinction, observe political scientists Michael McDonald, 
Silvia Mendes, and Myunghee Kim, is the “core currency of political 
exchange.” Like price and quantity in economic exchange, these 
notions provide a simple and universal language that helps citizens, 
politicians, and experts make sense of politics. Without them, col- 
lective decisions and popular control over elected politicians would 
be very difficult, and indeed almost impossible.' Intercultural and 
international debates would also lose much coherence and become 
hard to comprehend. But is the left-right distinction powerful enough 
to extend beyond the politics of equality and distribution it usually 
captures, and help us understand other global issues? And what does 
this language mean for the study of global politics? 

The first question concerns the heuristic value of the left-right 
dichotomy. Even among those who would agree that the cleavage 
between the left and the right is an enduring and encompassing one, 
many would contend that, in the end, it remains too simplistic to 
account for the complex universe of contemporary world politics. 
Many issues, they would argue, simply reflect other divisions, outside 
left-right dynamics. There is no denying that global politics does not 
begin and end with the left and the right. Religious differences, for 
instance, have been and remain a major source of conflict in the world. 
Still, as the core currency of political exchange, the left-right cleavage 
covers and shapes most questions. This chapter’s first section considers 
three dominant issues of our time that have often been presented as 
beyond the left-right opposition — the politics of identity, the war on 
terrorism, and the global environmental debate — to illustrate the 
remarkable reach of this global symbolic currency. 


' Michael D. McDonald, Silvia M. Mendes, and Myunghee Kim, “Cross- 
Temporal and Cross-National Comparisons of Party Left—-Right Positions,” 
Electoral Studies, vol. 26, no. 1, March 2007, 62-75, p. 63. 


198 


The core currency of political exchange 199 


The second question addressed in this chapter concerns the study 
of politics, both domestic and international. Indeed, if the left-right 
divide is so fundamental, it may seem surprising that scholars inter- 
ested in global affairs have paid so little attention to it. In the field of 
international relations, in particular, one hardly ever hears of the left 
and the right. In the last section of this chapter, we trace this pecu- 
liarity to the fact that political scientists themselves remain divided 
along a left-right axis, a reality they usually prefer not to see, to 
maintain their claim to scientific objectivity. Ideological divisions 
within political science are, however, unavoidable, and they are there 
to stay. Understanding them better is enlightening, and it could help 
build the study of global politics on more solid and integrated ground. 


Emerging global issues 


The politics of identity 


The collapse of the Soviet bloc at the end of the 1980s brought to the 
fore a dimension of social life long hidden by an East-West confron- 
tation focused on socialism and capitalism: the politics of identity. 
Against the optimistic predictions of those who had started celebrat- 
ing the unmitigated triumph of liberalism, or even the end of history, 
the peoples of Eastern Europe reaffirmed their long-repressed claims to 
nationhood. Some did so pacifically and democratically, others in violent 
and exclusionary ways. The national flag sometimes served as an 
emblem of democracy, but it was also used to justify aggression and 
“ethnic cleansing,” reminding the world of the dark side of nationalism. 

In older democracies, the dominant neoliberal agenda also left a 
space open for a distinct politics of identity, promoted by social 
movements seeking new collective rights. Women, national minor- 
ities, indigenous peoples, ethnic communities, and various social and 
cultural groups took the political stage to demand recognition, respect, 
and equality. The conventional politics of income distribution and 
universal social rights that had been the hallmark of the left-right 
debate seemed fated, if not to vanish, at least to become less central 
in the life of established democracies.* 
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This global politics of identity was often portrayed as antithetical to 
the left-right cleavage. The relatively ordered bipolar world of the Cold 
War, it was argued, was giving way to a chaotic universe of cultural 
conflicts, which were primordial and much more dangerous. On the 
right, in particular, commentators spoke of a rising “tribalism” that 
expressed “ancient hatreds,” and they foresaw a “pandaemonium,” a 
“coming anarchy,” or a “clash of civilizations” whose manifestations 
would encompass harsh ethnic conflicts in post-communist countries, 
brutal civil wars in the South, and endless multicultural demands 
in affluent democracies.’ Less pessimistic, many observers on the left 
nevertheless concurred in seeing this new politics of identity as con- 
trary to the conventional politics of left and right, and as a develop- 
ment that risked distracting political actors from more important 
debates about equality, redistribution, and justice. While the left was 
“marching on the English Department,” quipped Todd Gitlin, “the 
right took the White House.”* 

The politics of identity undeniably has a logic of its own. Rooted in 
strong cultural traits and in emotions that help define interpersonal 
trust and the worth of one’s social group, collective identities run 
deeper than the relatively Cartesian politics of left and right.” Around 
the world and across the political spectrum, parties and social move- 
ments have regularly tried to bypass or dissolve divisions based on 
identity, but most of the time they ended up acknowledging and 
accommodating them. Likewise, in the nineteenth and twentieth cen- 
turies, authoritarian, liberal, and communist regimes made colossal 
efforts to build new nations out of distinct ethnic and national groups, 
but they rarely succeeded in displacing or entirely assimilating resilient 
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minority identities.° Still, in so far as they acquire a political expres- 
sion, social identities almost always do so in the language of left and 
right. They rely, in other words, on the universal currency of political 
exchange. 

Consider, first, large-scale national identities. In the 1930s and 
1940s, just as Italian fascists and German Nazis articulated a right- 
wing and irredentist brand of nationalism to suit their purpose, the 
anti-fascist left built its resistance around an equally powerful “national 
and patriotic sentiment.”’ Nationalist discourses were thus con- 
structed in the prevailing language of left and right politics. Likewise, 
in the 1950s and 1960s, decolonization was pursued by progressive 
nationalist movements, which proclaimed the intrinsic equality of all 
human beings. “National liberation,” noted Eric Hobsbawm, then 
became “a slogan of the left.”* In the post-Cold War years, nation- 
alism proved just as malleable. In some countries, it was associated 
with authoritarianism, ethnic exactions, and violence, but in others, it 
inspired democratic movements. At first, these democratic movements 
used national identity to affirm the country’s autonomy against a 
decaying Soviet empire; later, they evoked nationalism to consolidate 
popular sovereignty against autocrats presumably supported by for- 
eign powers. The popular revolutions of the early 2000s — rose revo- 
lution in Georgia (2003), orange in Ukraine (2004), tulip in Kyrgyzstan 
(2005), cedar in Lebanon (2005) — all involved protesters carrying 
the national flag to rally the population behind democracy, and pre- 
vent potential external interventions on behalf of contested rulers. In 
a similar fashion, the sub-state identities that sought recognition 
and autonomy in multinational countries were always tied either to 
the left or to the right, depending on the class and political alliances 
that defined them. In Belgium, for instance, “Walloon nationalism is 
on the left, Flemish nationalism is on the right.”'° Before the Second 
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World War, Catalan and Québec nationalism were conservative ideo- 
logies; they are now social-democratic orientations.'' 

Scholars on the left are usually more attentive to these various and 
changing expressions of nationalism, and less likely than their con- 
servative colleagues to paint all nationalisms as potentially malevo- 
lent. For one thing, they are less concerned by the need to maintain 
social order and more preoccupied by the possible injustice of any 
existing order. In line with their more optimistic view of human nature, 
they also tend to believe that conflicting identities “will work to check 
each other’s excesses as they vie to win broad support in political 
contests.” '* These scholars, finally, are more sensitive to the distinct 
and legitimate character of demands from the underdogs, be they small 
nations or oppressed minorities.'’ Anthropologist Arjun Appadurai, 
for instance, contrasts “predatory” and “emancipatory” nationalisms, 
the former leading to the oppression and sometimes elimination of 
minority identities, the latter sustaining popular struggles against 
injustice.'* Nationalism, in sum, varies in content, and it is normally 
of the right or of the left. 

As for the domestic politics of identity linked to multiculturalism 
and new social movements, it is also very much a politics of the left 
and right. The opposition between progressives and conservatives 
on these questions is in fact so pronounced that many in the United 
States have spoken of culture wars. When they call for change, women, 
aboriginal peoples, blacks in the United States, ethnic and cultural 
minorities everywhere, and all kinds of disadvantaged groups undoubt- 
edly do so as movements of the left, against conservative forces 
reluctant to modify the status quo. 

The demands of identity groups are quintessential leftist demands 
because they concern recognition and respect, so as to achieve equality. 
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Some critics on the left have seen a contradiction between this focus 
on identity and the left’s traditional politics of income redistribu- 
tion, creating something like a “progressive’s dilemma,” whereby the 
pursuit of recognition would undermine the resolve and solidarity 
necessary to achieve greater equality. The empirical evidence, how- 
ever, does not support this view. The adoption of multiculturalism 
policies does not lower public support for redistribution and does not 
affect a country’s commitment to encompassing social programs.'° 
Many factors may explain this. First, the claims of identity groups 
remain fundamentally compatible with the traditional demands of 
the left, because in the end they concern equality. To underline the 
intrinsic link between the quest for symbolic recognition of new social 
movements and their expectations about material rewards and redis- 
tribution, Matt James names the Canadian identity groups he studies 
“misrecognized materialists.” Groups representing “visible” minorities, 
for instance, seek recognition precisely to combat racism, insecurity, 
and economic discrimination.'° Second, no matter how important 
they are in public debates, multiculturalism policies remain marginal 
compared to the huge and slow-moving programs that constitute the 
welfare state, such as old age, health, or unemployment insurances. 
Third, given their nature, multiculturalism policies are more likely 
to be adopted and deployed in countries where the left is already 
strong, and thus able and committed to maintain generous welfare 
programs. 

The case of indigenous peoples shows very well how identity and 
progressive politics can mesh. There are more than 370 million indi- 
genous people in the world, spread over seventy countries, where they 
usually “occupy an encapsulated status as disempowered and dis- 
persed subjects of a larger entity.”'’ In the last decades, an indigenous 
international has emerged and has succeeded in having most states 
reject outright assimilation and accept elements of self-determination. 
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In June 2006, this global movement also obtained a formal decla- 
ration on the rights of indigenous peoples, which was adopted by the 
United Nations Human Rights Council.'* Combating internal colo- 
nialism, however, remains more complex than seeking conventional 
decolonization, because indigenous nations can rarely aspire to their 
own states.'” They have to identify allies and seek compromises, and 
they always find such possibilities on the left. In Latin America, for 
instance, some progressives were worried that the pursuit of indi- 
genous rights would be a distraction from the struggle against neoli- 
beralism, but fruitful alliances were eventually forged. The strength 
indigenous peoples gained with the recognition of their rights allowed 
them, in fact, to play a key role in the revival of the “leftist-popular coali- 
tions that opposed structural adjustment and trade liberalization.”*° 
Again, the politics of identity ended up being constructed as left— 
right politics. 

The strongest opponents to the calls for recognition and equality 
associated with the politics of identity are indeed on the right. Con- 
servatives often deride demands for respect as mere “political correct- 
ness,” they claim that measures to help minorities are unfair to 
current generations that have not taken part in any injustice, they 
worry about the fate of national traditions and national culture, and 
consider that immigrants should be happy just to be accepted in the 
country they inhabit. In the end, writes Samuel Huntington, a truly 
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multicultural country would be doomed. It would simply lose its 
cultural core, and could “no longer endure as a coherent society.” 
Knowing the opinion American conservatives have of the UN, 
Huntington formulates a dire warning: “a multicivilizational United 
States will not be the United States; it will be the United Nations.”7! 

It is a fact, then, that the politics of identity has become more 
important than ever in world politics, and it is also true that it cannot 
be reduced entirely to an opposition between the left and the right. At 
the same time, national projects are always of the left or of the right, 
and identity claims consistently oppose progressives and conserva- 
tives. Indeed, neglecting the left-right underpinnings of identity politics 
would make it very difficult to understand this rising type of conflict. 


The war on terrorism 


Since the attacks of September 11, 2001, terrorism has become a 
prime concern in world affairs. Among elite groups as well as in the 
media, the debate on this question has developed largely along the 
fault line separating progressives and conservatives. In the United 
States, where, it is sometimes said, the left-right distinction has dis- 
appeared, the positions defended by the Republican Party and Fox 
News have unquestionably been different from those put forward by 
the Democratic Party or The New York Times. It is true, of course, 
that the debate on terrorism has included its share of ideological 
outliers. Various left-wing commentators have defended the invasion 
of Iraq on human rights grounds, while some pundits on the right 
condemned it in the name of realism and national interests. Yet in the 
United States, as elsewhere in the West, the fight against terrorism 
has generally mirrored the Cold War pattern: it opposed hawks, 
advocating a hard line, and doves, favoring compromise. 

On the right, terrorism is understood as a security issue that jeop- 
ardizes the freedom and lifestyle of all civilized countries. Several 
politicians and analysts have depicted the phenomenon as one of the 
most telling manifestations of Huntington’s “clash of civilizations.” 
A few days after 9/11, President Bush implicitly endorsed this inter- 
pretation when he stated: “What is at stake is not just America’s 
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freedom. This is the world’s fight. This is civilization’s fight. This is 
the fight of all who believe in progress and pluralism, tolerance and 
freedom.”** The successive strikes against Indonesia, Morocco, 
Spain, and Great Britain lent weight to the conservative thesis that 
terrorists strive for the destruction of democratic societies and liberal 
values. Rejecting any notion that the governments of the rich countries 
may be responsible — even indirectly — for the terrorist phenomenon, 
conservatives have ascribed it to individual fanatics or rogue states, 
ready to “strike at any place, at any time, and with virtually any 
weapon.””* The magnitude of this perceived threat has justified 
making the fight against terrorism a political priority ranking above 
all others. 

The hard line of the right has nowhere been expressed more clearly 
than in US foreign policy. Under the influence of a group of neo- 
conservative intellectuals for whom the elimination of the terrorist 
threat is essential for national security, the Bush administration has 
made the war on terrorism the cornerstone of its external relations. 
This general objective legitimized both the military intervention in 
Afghanistan in 2001 and the launching of the war in Iraq in 2003. In 
turn, the opening of these two battlefronts justified a spectacular 
expansion of the military budget. In the case of Iraq, where the debate 
became highly polarized, US policy-makers succeeded in imposing 
the necessity of a pre-emptive war, defined as “an act of anticipatory 
self-defense.””> The argument was that the Iraqi government pos- 
sessed weapons of mass destruction and thus represented “an immi- 
nent threat of unprovoked aggression.”*° For the American right, the 
fact that no terrorist attack had occurred in the United States since 
2001 provided decisive proof that a tough foreign policy offered the 
best response to the scourge of international terrorism. 


?3 George W. Bush, “Address to a Joint Session of Congress and the American 
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The American administration naturally presented the war on ter- 
rorism — and Operation Iraqi Freedom in particular - as one that rose 
above traditional political divisions. Among Western democracies, 
however, the US policy appeared much more legitimate to govern- 
ments of the right. In Europe, notably, partisan differences were 
manifest.*’ At the end of 2003, among the fifteen countries that were 
then members of the European Union, six had agreed to participate 
in the coalition created by Washington and nine had refused. Of the 
six governments that dispatched troops to Iraq, five were led by 
parties of the center-right (Denmark, Italy, the Netherlands, Portugal, 
and Spain) and only one belonged to the center-left (United Kingdom). 
Among the nine opposed to the coalition, five were associated with 
the center-left (Belgium, Finland, Germany, Greece, and Sweden), and 
four with the center-right (Austria, France, Ireland, and Luxembourg). 
Left—right ideology did not predict policy orientations perfectly, but it 
clearly influenced the decisions of European governments with regard 
to the war in Iraq. The steadfast support of Great Britain and its New 
Labour government for the American strategy constituted a significant 
anomaly but, at the same time, one should acknowledge that Tony 
Blair’s policy gave rise to sharp internal opposition, coming mainly 
from his own party and from groups identified with the left.** 

In the domestic arena, conservatives have called for a hardening of 
internal security measures, as well as for substantial increases in the 
human, financial, and technical resources devoted to the fight against 
terrorism. New laws and regulations were adopted to give the police 
and the courts more latitude in the pursuit of terrorists.*’ Policies 
introduced in the aftermath of 9/11 granted exceptional powers of 
arrest to police officers, authorized the indefinite detention of for- 
eigners, and reinforced immigration controls, particularly with regard 
to Middle Eastern populations. The anti-terrorist struggle also 
addressed fund-raising, money-laundering, weapon procurement, and 
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diaspora mobilization.’ In their campaign to reduce domestic vul- 
nerability to the terrorist menace, conservatives often contended that 
the effectiveness of the means mattered more than their legitimacy. 
They maintained, accordingly, that the success of the fight against 
terrorism required a policy of strict confidentiality, and that, for 
security reasons, a good deal of information simply could not be made 
public. 

The left, in contrast, tends to consider that the terrorist threat has 
been greatly exaggerated. John Mueller, for instance, argues that in 
most places the probability of someone becoming a victim of a ter- 
rorist attack remains “microscopic.”*' Except in 2001, he notes, in 
the United States, “fewer people have died from international ter- 
rorism [than] have drowned in bathtubs.”** Progressives also insist 
that terrorism ought not to be reduced to a security problem whose 
solution can be achieved only through a military approach. Terrorists, 
explained UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan in 2003, “thrive on 
despair,” and “there needs to be more on the horizon than simply 
winning a war against terrorism. There must be the promise of a 
better and fairer world, and a concrete plan to get there.”*? Con- 
vinced that peace and democracy cannot be imposed with bombs, 
liberals and socialists think that the use of force actually plays into the 
hands of extremists, and fuels hatred of the West. According to their 
analysis, the fight against terrorism must give greater consideration 
to its underlying economic and social causes, rely more heavily on 
diplomacy, and respect international human rights and norms. 

Having given its mitigated support to the military intervention 
against the Taliban regime in Afghanistan, the left consistently disputed 
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the involvement of Saddam Hussein’s government in international 
terrorism. The fears associated with Saddam’s weapons of mass destruc- 
tion, observed Mueller, were “based more on selective perception, 
willful deception, and self-induced hysteria than on evidence.” ** From 
the very start, the invasion of Iraq, which was not approved by the 
Security Council, was denounced as a violation of the UN Charter. 
Contesting the doctrine of pre-emptive war, progressives presented 
this military operation as a maneuver to boost US control over the 
resources and populations of the Middle East. Far from enhancing 
democracy in Iraq, they contended, American policy plunged the 
country into a brutal civil war that could result in its disintegration. 
Finally, the left also denounced the war in Iraq as an immoral waste 
of resources and viewed as the ultimate irony the fact that the number 
of Americans killed in Iraq surpassed the number of victims of the 
9/11 attacks. 

In the domestic arena, human rights groups emphasized the need 
to bring the fight against terrorism back within the ambit of the rule of 
law and civil liberties.*° To do otherwise could only set democratic 
regimes on the road to authoritarianism and serve the terrorists’ ends. 
Hence, in the United States, the 2001 Patriot Act was repeatedly 
denounced for having been passed “with no discussion, debate or 
hearings.”°° Since the adoption of this controversial law, the oppo- 
sition to anti-terrorist measures has only intensified, in large part 
because the FBI has been unable to identify a single sleeper cell of 
Al-Qaida in the country. In Great Britain, the country’s highest court 
gave cause to critics when it ruled that parts of the Anti-Terrorism, 
Crime, and Security Act of 2001 violated European human rights 
legislation. One of the judges stated bluntly: “The real threat to the 
life of the nation, in the sense of a people living in accordance with its 
traditional laws and political values, comes not from terrorism but 
from laws such as these.”°’ In a number of countries, the left has 
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expressed concern about the lack of accountability of anti-terrorist 
agencies and the expanding role of the military in domestic politics. 
Taking note of the increasing number of cases of racial profiling 
involving Arabs and Muslims, progressives also deplored the fact that 
the fight against terrorism has engendered xenophobic sentiments 
contrary to democratic values. 

Tony Blair, who struggled for years with his party’s left over the 
war on terrorism, nicely summed up the left-right dimension of the 
debate — with his own Third Way twist — in an article he published in 
The Economist after he announced his departure: “Here is where 
I have always felt that the normal politics of left and right are a 
hindrance. The trouble is that the right is correct on the need to stand 
firm militarily and in support of freedom; and the left is correct on the 
need for justice.” ** 


The global environmental debate 


The recent multiplication of extreme weather events and ongoing 
debates about global warming have focused increasing attention on 
the environment as a global governance issue. It is sometimes argued 
that the environmental debate transcends traditional ideological di- 
visions and that, in fact, a broad consensus has arisen in favor of 
sustainable development. This view, however, is far from convincing. 
Ever since the environment was put on the global agenda some four 
decades ago, the left has attributed more importance to this issue 
than the right. Robert Paehlke, one of those commentators who argue 
that environmentalism “can be blended with almost any left or right 
ideology,” nevertheless concedes that, at the end of the day, the envi- 
ronmental movement “has most often been linked with the moderate 
left.”°? 

The progressive character of environmentalism is the outcome of 
clear political choices. Most environmentalists consider the “lessening 
[of] socio-economic inequalities [as a] central and long-standing 
concern,” and they have come to the conclusion that “egalitarian 
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political mechanisms are to be preferred to centralized political ones.”*° 


Thus, for over twenty years, green parties have staked out a position 
as a new, more libertarian left, modifying the political landscape in 
a number of Western countries. At the cutting edge of this trend, the 
German greens have, for instance, defined themselves as part of a 
global community that includes “groups for the protection of life, 
nature and environment, citizens’ initiatives, the workers’ movement, 
Christian initiatives, peace, human rights, women’s and Third World 
movements.”*! 

The historical convergence of the environmental movement and 
the left should not obscure, of course, the ongoing tensions to which 
these two social forces are subject. Trade unions, for instance, often 
look upon the environmental cause with suspicion. Environmentalists 
themselves do not constitute a monolithic group. There are, in fact, 
“green conservatives,” whose beliefs are based on religious, economic, 
or national security considerations.** Ultimately, however, the main 
cleavage places environmentalists on the left and their opponents on 
the right. Companies such as British Petroleum or General Electric 
may have jumped on to the environmental bandwagon, but overall 
business still tends to oppose environmental policies that threaten 
to reduce profits.*? And although a few prominent American neo- 
conservatives have gone green and drive hybrid cars, “dominant 
conservative views” remain “indifferent or skeptical - if not pole- 
mically hostile — to environmental concerns.”** 


4° Robert E. Goodin, Green Political Theory, Cambridge, Polity Press, 1992, 

p. 15; John Barry and Brian Doherty, “The Greens and Social Policy: 

Movements, Politics and Practice?,” Social Policy and Administration, vol. 35, 

no. 5, December 2001, 587-607, p. 587. 

Die Griinen, Programme of the German Green Party, p. 6. Quoted in Douglas 

Torgerson, The Promise of Green Politics: Environmentalism and the Public 

Sphere, Durham, Duke University Press, 1999, p. 3. 

Nadivah Greenberg, “Shop Right: American Conservatisms, Consumption, and 

the Environment,” Global Environmental Politics, vol. 6, no. 2, May 2006, 

85-111. 

43 Pamela S. Chasek, David L. Downie, and Janet Welsh Brown, Global 
Environmental Politics, fourth edition, Boulder, Westview, 2006, p. 86. See 
also Paul G. Harris, “International Environmental Affairs and U.S. Foreign 
Policy,” in Paul G.Harris (ed.), The Environment, International Relations, 
and U.S. Foreign Policy, Washington, DC, Georgetown University Press, 2001, 
p22. 

44 Greenberg, “Shop Right,” p. 86. 


41 


42 


212 Left and Right in Global Politics 


In keeping with their more satisfied view of the world, conservatives 
tend to see the analyses of environmentalist movements as unduly 
alarmist. Many observers on the right, for instance, maintain that 
climate change remains an open question. In the absence of irrefutable 
scientific evidence, they contend, new studies are needed to determine 
whether global warming is really the result of human activity or 
simply a natural phenomenon, and to assess the extent to which rising 
temperatures have already affected the various regions of the world.*° 
The same positive view leads these skeptics to put their trust in the 
potential of technology to solve the problems that may eventually 
stem from the deterioration of ecosystems and from resource deple- 
tion. In their view, “humans will not deplete any resources ...as long 
as technology is given free rein and prices are allowed to fluctuate 
enough to stimulate the search for substitutes.”*° At the same time, 
arguing that environmental protection should not open the door to 
unfair competition, the right demands that developing countries 
adopt stricter environmental policies.*’ After all, conservatives 
point out, countries like China and India are among the biggest 
polluters in the world, whereas the governments and enterprises of 
rich countries are the main contributors to the development of clean 
technologies. 

In international as well as in national political debates, conserva- 
tives maintain that, even though it may be justified, the protection of 
the environment should not jeopardize economic growth. Just before 
the 1992 Earth Summit in Rio, former American president George 
H. Bush is reported to have said that “our life-style is not open to 
negotiation.”** Some ten years later, his son George W. Bush surmised 
that the application of the Kyoto Protocol, a multilateral treaty aimed 
at reducing greenhouse gas emissions, would “wreck” the American 
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economy.” In the end, the right considers the maintenance of a liberal 
economic order its absolute political priority. It thus favors a form of 
“liberal environmentalism,” which would rely on “the market ...as 
the preferred means to solve environmental problems.”°” 

Advocates of liberal environmentalism consistently lean toward 
voluntary rather than coercive measures to respond to environmental 
challenges. By nature more flexible, such measures are more in tune 
with the operation of markets than are binding regulations. Not sur- 
prisingly, the American government was at the outset among the most 
ardent proponents of the establishment of carbon markets to counter 
climate change.°' Ironically, as the left’s interest in carbon markets 
grew, the right began to distance itself from the idea, having realized 
that it could not be implemented without active public interventions. 
The resistance of conservatives toward binding regulations has been 
expressed in a variety of contexts. Most notably, opposition to the 
Kyoto Protocol was built to a large extent on a rejection of the treaty’s 
requirement for firm governmental commitments.°* Traditionally 
hostile to the intervention of international institutions in environ- 
mental matters, the right has also shown little enthusiasm for the 
creation of a World Environment Organization or an Environmental 
Security Council. 

Making a different reading of the evidence available, the greens and 
the left regard the protection of the environment as crucial for the 
future of humanity. Taking the long-term view, their approach lays 
stress on the principle of “inter-generational equity,” whereby today’s 
generations have responsibilities toward future generations.°’ Envir- 
onmentalists are also more critical of a development model centered 
on capitalist growth and expansion. Moderates like Nicholas Stern 
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propose a better integration of social costs in the price of goods, so as 
to more accurately reflect their ecological effects.°* Radicals such as 
Susan George simply refuse to reduce the environment to a commodity, 
preferring to see “the biosphere as the total system and the economy 
as the subsystem.”°’ Yet moderates and radicals agree that “con- 
ventional free-market economic policies systematically underprice or 
ignore natural resources.”°° 

The left defends an overtly political conception of the environment. 
In the 1980s, the Brundtland Commission had already taken the 
position that “many problems of environmental stress arise from 
disparities in economic and political power,”°’ and environmentalists 
today repeatedly state that the deterioration of the environment has a 
direct bearing on the occurrence of poverty, conflict, migration, and 
famine. This holistic vision points in particular to the developed 
countries, who are the biggest per capita energy and resource con- 
sumers. For environmentalists, the available resources simply preclude 
the extension of the North’s lifestyle to the entire world population. 
The governments of rich countries thus have a political, economic, 
and moral duty to help poor countries develop in an environmentally 
sustainable way. 

The solutions promoted by people on the left proceed from the 
principle that a laissez-faire approach would entail the destruction of 
the planet. In their view, domestic and international norms and 
institutions must be strengthened. When it comes to compliance, 
environmental groups put more faith in financial incentives and in 
sanctions than in voluntary, “sunshine methods.”°* With respect to 
financial incentives, it is worth noting that while development assist- 
ance remains the most popular instrument, a growing faction within 
the left sees carbon markets as an innovative instrument for reducing 
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greenhouse gases. Another notion typically associated with the envi- 
ronmental left is the principle of precaution, which states that “where 
there are threats of serious or irreversible damage, lack of full scien- 
tific certainty shall not be used as a reason for postponing cost- 
effective measures to prevent environmental degradation.”°” Finally, 
environmentalists strongly believe that the current crisis cannot be 
resolved without a massive influx of public funds. They therefore call 
for new taxes that could be applied, for example, to the use of non- 
renewable energy sources such as petroleum. The right, which mis- 
trusts state intervention, systematically opposes such approaches. 
Like the politics of identity and the politics of terrorism, the global 
environmental debate is, through and through, a conflict between the 
left and the right. 


Left and right in the study of politics 


6 


Political science is, by all accounts, a divided discipline.°° Political 
scientists disagree on the purpose of their endeavor, on the scope of 
their domain of inquiry, on their concepts and theories, and on their 
methods and scientific norms. Charles Lindblom put it bluntly when 
he concluded that political science is “a name given not to a field of 
conventional scientific inquiry but to a continuing debate [which] tends 
to be endless rather than declining (or terminating in a finding).”°! In 
a similar way, James Farr and Raymond Seidelman argue that it is a 
series of “long-standing debates, not some agreement on fundamental 
principles, that give the discipline the identity it now has.”°* Yet it 
seems unclear what these endless debates are about. While they all 
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point to the various fractures that divide the discipline, recent surveys 
of political science also admit that the exact nature of these fractures 
remains difficult to “pin down.”®? 

Many political scientists insist on the gap between those who 
privilege the “hard,” quantitative methods associated with the natural 
sciences and those who prefer the “soft,” qualitative approaches 
inspired by the humanities. This conflict can also be cast as an 
opposition between those who aim for universal, law-like general- 
izations, and those who favor rich, context-specific explanations. The 
former would advocate a “method-driven” political science, and the 
latter a “problem-driven” discipline. The overall division, however, is 
not only a question of methodology or epistemology. Political scien- 
tists hold different views about power and democracy, and they 
defend a number of more or less opposed theories, to explain just 
about every phenomenon. Some, for instance, understand power in 
terms of individual behavior and preferences, others in terms of 
social structures and dominating worldviews. Hence, in the Weberian 
tradition, power can be seen as “the ability of one actor to get another 
to do something the latter would not otherwise do,” that is to say as 
the capability one has to influence another actor’s individual choices. 
In a more Marxist vein, power can alternatively be understood as a 
more profound effect of inequality and privilege, whereby the public 
agenda, the different actors’ preferences, and language itself are defined 
and circumscribed by a society’s unequal structures of representation.°* 
Accordingly, some theories of comparative politics stress individual 
rationality, others insist more on institutional structures and cultural 
factors.°° In international relations, similar divergences differentiate 
realist, liberal, neoMarxist, and constructivist approaches. 
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One could delve endlessly in such nuances and differences. If we did 
so, we would find many complications, intriguing oddities, and a great 
number of theoretical outliers. We would also see that many scholars 
resist classification and belong to an “eclectic majority” that happily 
convenes at what Gabriel Almond called the “cafeteria of the center.”°° 
The main cleavages, however, are well defined and profound, too 
profound in fact to be only about methods, concepts, or approaches. 
They oppose, on each side of the “cafeteria of the center,” tables 
occupied by the left and by the right, who distinguish themselves in a 
consistent and meaningful manner. 

Consider, for instance, conceptions of democracy. In his 1981 
presidential address to the American Political Science Association, 
Charles Lindblom contrasted the discipline’s mainstream view of 
democracy as a “mutual-benefit” arrangement that allowed individ- 
uals to resolve conflicts and attack “problems in common,” with a 
dissenting synthesis, which understood democracy as the “institu- 
tionalized form” of the “struggle” between “advantaged and dis- 
advantaged groups.”°’ Lindblom did not exactly say so, but his 
presentation left no doubt that he was talking about the right and 
the left in political science. It left no doubt either that, in his mind, 
political scientists should make it a priority to address this funda- 
mental cleavage, to learn from it, and enrich the dialog between 
conventional and critical accounts. 

The views of power presented above — power as the exercise of 
influence and power as a structure of domination — are also obviously 
of the right and of the left, as their antecedents in Weber and Marx 
indicate. The same can be said of the distinctive understandings of 
choice that Ira Katznelson and Helen Milner outline in their discus- 
sion of the state of the art. Many political scientists, they explain, are 
inspired by the sociological tradition and see as paramount the goal of 
understanding the social structures that preside over political choices. 
Others, closer to the perspective of economics, place “these confining 
structures in the background and [emphasize] acts of choice.”°* In 
other words, those who stand closer to sociology largely see constraints, 
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and those who find their inspiration in economics point to choices. 
James Duesenberry, an economist, nicely sums up the difference between 
these two traditions, which shape the contending outlooks that divide 
political science: “economics is all about how people make choices; 
sociology is all about how they don’t have any choices to make.”°” 

This connection to sociology and economics is, fundamentally, a 
left-right connection. Homo sociologicus, indeed, is basically the 
good-natured man of Jean-Jacques Rousseau and of the left, who 
belongs to a society, follows social and cultural norms, and means 
well. When he fails, it is because social forces compel him to act 
wrongly. Homo economicus, on the other hand, is the calculating 
individual of Thomas Hobbes and of the right, who relentlessly pur- 
sues his own interest, to the point of becoming what Amartya Sen has 
called a “social moron.”’” When he is set free, this individual suc- 
ceeds; collective and democratic institutions, however, may well fail.”' 
Applied to politics, the assumption of self-interest borrowed from 
economics has clear ideological implications. The market, notes 
Swedish sociologist Lars Udehn, becomes “the sole institution with 
the wonderful ability of turning private vice into public virtue,” while 
political action “on the contrary [leads] to suboptimal waste and 
serfdom. Ergo: the best society is a free market society.” ~ 

This core cleavage explains the methodological and epistemological 
differences that separate political scientists. Economics is indeed a 
deductive discipline, which seeks universal generalizations and builds 
“clean models” from assumptions about individual interests. Socio- 
logy is primarily inductive, and favors the “thick” descriptions that 
can be developed only by scholars with “dirty hands.”’’ Economists 
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will always be faulted for sacrificing relevance and empirical validity 
to theoretical elegance; sociologists for being disorderly and messy in 
their approaches. ”* 

Now, consider methodological debates in political science. The 
most ardent defenders of the economic — or “rational choice” — 
approach to politics have no qualms about describing rival, more 
sociological approaches as pre-scientific. In the last fifty years, write, 
for instance, Kenneth Shepsle and Mark Bonchek, political science has 
evolved “from storytelling and anecdote swapping, first to thick 
description and history writing, then to systematic measurement, and 
more recently to explanation and analysis,” and this transformation 
“constitutes significant movement along a scientific trajectory.” 
Those relying on more inductive approaches are simply behind on the 
road toward science. In return, critics of the rational choice approach 
always point to the shaky empirical foundations of models that often 
bear little correspondence to reality, and to the approach’s general 
disregard for social and political relevance.’”° This is where the 
cleavage between a “method-driven” and a “problem-driven” polit- 
ical science comes from. In the abstract, the cleavage is just another 
appellation for the confrontation between economic and sociological 
perspectives in political science, itself an expression of the more fun- 
damental left-right divide. 

The ramifications of this divide are numerous and extended. In 
comparative politics, for instance, a specific debate opposes scholars 
who identify themselves as “area specialists” and take pride in 
knowing not only the politics, but also the language, the history, and 
the culture of a region of the world, to those who claim to be “social 
scientists” first, entirely devoted to the search for “lawful regularities” 
that can contribute to the development of political science. Robert 
Bates, who uses rational choice models to account for African pol- 
itics and is a strong advocate of the “scientific” approach, leaves no 
doubt about the ideological underpinnings of this methodological 
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confrontation, and suggests that his opponents have a leftist bias: 
“The debate over area studies is often exacerbated by debates over the 
merits of the market, the state, or the impact of the West, with those 
who endorse area studies viewing those who use rational choice the- 
ory as being pro-market, anti-state, and given to applying historically 
contingent categories in a universalistic manner.”’’ The accusations 
of area studies specialists can indeed be explicitly political. They 
sometimes suggest that their opponents are inspired by the market 
model of the “Chicago Economics Department,” and generally con- 
tend that rational choice work reflects “the particular parochialisms of 
American culture.” “® Theoretical work, they add, should be “a means 
to understanding real-world problems of significance, rather than an 
end in itself.””” 

Similar debates have developed about the study of gender and 
race. Scholars seeking to revisit political science from a feminist 
perspective or from a standpoint more sensitive to “racial ordering 
and its consequences” have regularly denounced the tendency to 
reduce gender and race to simple variables in otherwise unchanged 
mainstream accounts, and criticized an “excessive reliance on the 
discipline of economics as a source of methodological and theoretical 
inspiration.”*° In the study of American politics, the dominance of 
rational choice models and quantitative methods has similarly been 
associated with a lack of attention to the most important substantive 
issues, and in particular to a neglect of the “massive and growing 
economic and political inequalities” that plague the United States.*! 
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The same contrast has been made in comparative politics between 
rational choice institutionalists who merely “focus research agendas 
on puzzles internally generated by their overarching theory” and 
historical institutionalists who have the foresight and courage to 
address “big questions and real-world puzzles.”** Rational choice 
scholars know this accusation very well and usually reply that “what 
most impedes the development of knowledge in comparative politics” 
is precisely “our selection of big, inadequately defined outcomes to 
explain.”®* They prefer “generating testable hypotheses from models 
that may have high predictive power.”** “Given these fundamental 
disagreements,” concludes Atul Kohli wisely, “the best one can hope 
for is an agreement to disagree.”*” 

A left-right cleavage thus traverses political science, dividing the 
discipline in fairly predictable ways over topics, methods, and con- 
cepts. Rarely do political scientists admit explicitly that their differ- 
ences are a question of left and right. Gabriel Almond evoked this 
possibility in his discussion of the “separate tables” used by political 
scientists at their gatherings, but he mainly emphasized the eclectic 
majority that preferred to unite in the vast “cafeteria of the center.”*° 
When he delivered his presidential address to the American Political 
Science Association in 1992, Theodore Lowi faulted his colleagues “of 
left, right, and center” precisely for “their failure to maintain a clear 
and critical consciousness of political consciousness,” that is to say for 
refusing to confront and take into account their obvious ideological 
divisions.*’ For Lowi, “totally aside from whatever merits it may have 
as a method and however true its truth may be,” the rational choice 
approach became hegemonic “for political reasons,” and most of its 
“luminaries...came from, serve in, or are substantially associated 
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with the same ‘freshwater’ universities that kept burning the flame of 
laissez-faire ideology.” ** 

What about political philosophy, a sub-field presumably immune to 
pleas for either clean models or dirty hands? While it would be pre- 
sumptuous to treat such a rich domain of inquiry in a paragraph, one 
observation seems worth making. In his survey of the field, Canadian 
philosopher Will Kymlicka begins by stating that the conventional 
view is that political philosophers can essentially be classified according 
to their position on a left-right continuum, with those on the left 
stressing equality and advocating “some form of socialism,” and those 
on the right emphasizing freedom and leaning toward “some form of 
free-market capitalism.” This representation, suggests Kymlicka has 
become unsatisfactory because all contemporary philosophers now 
believe in equality, or in the idea that “each citizen is entitled to equal 
concern and respect.” The argument no longer concerns “whether to 
accept equality, but how best to interpret it:” “while leftists believe 
that equality of income or wealth is a precondition for treating people 
as equals, those on the right believe that equal rights over one’s labour 
and property are a precondition for treating people as equals.”*” The 
central division of political philosophy thus remains one between the 
left and the right, and it opposes, just as we suggested in Chapter 1, 
different understandings of equality. 

Could international relations possibly be the only field of political 
science to stand on the sidelines of this ubiquitous ideological con- 
frontation? After all, within the discipline, the study of “IR” constitutes 
something like a domain apart, with its own questions, approaches, 
and theories. Unanimously acknowledged, the theoretical and empirical 
complexity of international relations seems to challenge the relevance 
of a distinction as simple as the left-right cleavage. Yet the incon- 
gruity is only apparent. In fact, the left-right opposition provides an 
unequaled roadmap for finding one’s way in the conceptual labyrinth 
of world politics. Although this opposition is generally ignored by 
scholars, it offers a powerful narrative, able to impart greater con- 
sistency to the theoretical discussions of the field. By linking such 
discussions to an ideological continuum coming from domestic and 
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everyday politics, the notions of left and right help in comparing 
approaches as well as understanding the “great debates” that have 
marked the history of international relations. 

“Normal science” as disseminated in academic textbooks is a good 
place to start to see how neglected the left-right terminology is in 
international relations theory.”” One should first know in this regard 
that a widespread practice of contemporary “normal” international 
relations is to summarize the theoretical debates of the field into 
typologies that are structured around a few basic criteria.’ Admit- 
tedly, the standard classifications diverge as to both the number of 
theories and their exact names. Experts disagree, for example, on 
whether realism and neorealism are distinct schools of thought, or 
whether liberalism and neoliberal institutionalism ought to be amal- 
gamated. Yet beyond these academic disputes, normal science recog- 
nizes four major intellectual traditions in international politics: 
realism, which stresses the promotion of the national interest; liber- 
alism, which centers on the process of cooperation; neoMarxism, 
which highlights the inherently conflictual nature of capitalism; and 
constructivism, which emphasizes the role of ideas. Each tradition is 
typically characterized by its distinct concepts, its specific units of 
analysis, and its own view on the motives of actors and on the inter- 
national system. 

Despite their undeniable usefulness, standard typologies of inter- 
national relations theory are far from perfect. They tend, for instance, 
to marginalize alternative schools of thought such as postmodernism 
and feminism. More importantly, however, they present the different 
theories as if they were mutually incommensurable, and, furthermore, 
most classifications exclude any idea of measurement. 

The incommensurability of the classifications of international 
relations theories can be illustrated in two major ways. First, the 
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typologies provided by normal science pay little attention to inter- 
sections among competing schools of thought. They skim over the fact 
that some liberals accept the assumptions of realism regarding power 
and self-interest, that some constructivists share the liberal idea of 
progress and cooperation, or that some neoMarxists and construct- 
ivists agree on the importance of distinguishing “problem-solving 
theory” from “critical theory.” Second, the standard typologies do not 
account very well for the nuances that exist within each paradigm. 
And yet the defensive realists’ conception of power and security is not 
identical to that of offensive realists, there are various views on 
democracy and markets among liberals, not all neoMarxists attribute 
equal importance to structures of production, and constructivists do 
not all share the same epistemological perspective. Most of these 
subtleties are simply glossed over in conventional accounts of world 
politics. 

The different theories of international relations are seen as incom- 
mensurable because, in a normal science perspective, they each coin- 
cide with a discrete and monolithic worldview, without sharing any 
common denominator with the others. Hence, usual classifications 
seem incapable of locating theories on a continuum or a scale like the 
left-right spectrum. One could possibly infer that by describing the 
characteristics of realism, liberalism, neoMarxism, and constructivism 
in that order, certain taxonomies rate each theory on the basis of its 
relative popularity in the academic community. But aside from the 
fact that this method is rarely made explicit, its scientific validity is in 
any case doubtful. Approaches dominant in North America are not 
the same as those prevailing in the Third World.”* 

The “normal science” method of classifying international relations 
theories has recently been challenged in an innovative way by Alexander 
Wendt. Drawing on social theory, Wendt considers “four sociologies” 
of international politics based on two key debates: one between 
materialists and idealists, and the other between individualists and 
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holists.”*> He represents these two debates graphically, with the 
horizontal axis corresponding to the materialism—idealism debate, 
and the vertical axis to the individualism—holism debate. Wendt thus 
distinguishes four sets of international relations theories: materialist— 
individualist, materialist—holist, idealist-individualist, and idealist— 
holist. Among these four, he identifies two sets around which current 
thinking tends to polarize: materialist—individualist (or rationalist) 
theories and idealist—holist (or constructivist) theories. Wendt then 
bridges the gap between his own typology and the standard typologies 
of international relations theory by associating the rationalist camp 
with neorealism and neoliberalism, and the constructivist camp with 
the English school, postmodernism, and feminism. In addition to 
being parsimonious, Wendt’s model has the advantage of directly 
addressing the problem of the incommensurability of traditional 
classifications. Following his explanation, all theories can be under- 
stood on the basis of continuous variables because each one is more or 
less materialist and more or less individualist. 

While Wendt’s contribution was an intellectual breakthrough, the 
concepts of left and right can enrich the theorizing of international 
relations in unique ways. The left-right framework does not, of 
course, answer all the challenges arising from any classification of 
conceptual approaches. Yet it does offer a convenient scale for com- 
paring theories and theorists. Moreover, it makes it possible to openly 
introduce a political dimension into the discussion. 

Consider, first, the “normal science” typologies of international 
relations theories. The classical approaches identified by these 
typologies — realism, liberalism, and neoMarxism - can be readily 
situated on the left-right continuum because each of them defends a 
distinctive notion of equality and international change. Realism leans 
toward the right, liberalism hovers near the center, and neoMarxism 
is, of course, on the left. In line with this interpretation, the neorealist 
Kenneth Waltz affirms that “inequality is what much of politics is 
about,” and that “inequality is inherent in the state system.”°* Taking 
a more moderate position, the liberal Robert Keohane acknowledges 
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that “the principles on which present patterns of cooperation are 
based show insufficient sensitivity to the interests of disadvantaged 
people in the Third World,” but at the same time he argues that “on 
consequentialist grounds,...contemporary international economic 
regimes may be superior to politically feasible alternatives.””° Finally, 
the neoMarxist Robert Cox asserts, far more critically, that the 
“inter-civilizational world” he advocates should be based on “mutual 
support in promoting social equity,” and “a consensual understanding 
of basic human rights.””° In terms of left and right, the political posi- 
tions of these authors and the schools they represent are plain to see. 

Constructivism, a more recent theory, is harder to pin down along 
the left-right continuum, and, in principle, constructivists could 
position themselves anywhere. In reality, however, constructivism 
developed as an extension of liberalism that is open to critical theory. 
One would therefore be justified in placing this approach at the 
center-left of the political spectrum. Wendt, for one, certainly regards 
as desirable the transformation of the “Lockean” culture that now 
dominates the international scene into a “Kantian” culture founded 
on friendship, solidarity, and a common identity.”’ Wendt’s “thin” 
constructivism, it must nonetheless be mentioned, is generally seen as 
more conservative than the “thick” version adopted by some of his 
constructivist colleagues. 

Further nuances inherent in each of the main images of inter- 
national politics could also be transposed on to a left-right scale. Like 
political parties, all schools have their conservative and progressive 
wings. This said, the left-right spectrum does more than just set in 
order the standard typologies of international relations theories. It can 
also serve to contextualize the opposition between rationalists and 
constructivists, which is at the core of Wendt’s work, and which 
many now see as “the main axis of debate in the field of international 
relations.””* It is worth noting in this connection that in proposing 
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a binary categorization, the left-right model is a priori no more 
reductive than the “rationalism v. constructivism” debate, or any of 
the great debates that have framed the history of the discipline. More 
substantively, it should be stressed that the right clearly has greater 
affinities with rationalists, while the left is more in harmony with 
constructivists. 

Of course, not all rationalists are conservatives, nor is every con- 
structivist a progressive. Nevertheless, as in comparative politics, the 
right is more comfortable with the methodological individualism, the 
references to economics, and the problem-solving approach typical of 
rationalism. The left, for its part, certainly feels more at home with the 
cultural structuralism, the references to sociology, and the critical 
approach of constructivism. It is often said that the knowledge pro- 
duced by rationalists is oriented more toward the status quo, while 
that produced by constructivists “is more useful for changing the 
world.””” This distinction parallels the opposition between tradition 
and emancipation that is intrinsic to many definitions of left and 
right.'°° The ontological and epistemological issues that divide 
international relations scholars today are obviously too complex to be 
reduced to an opposition between progressives and conservatives. 
Still, the debate between rationalists and constructivists does not exist 
in a political vacuum, and within this conceptual conversation the left 
and the right have their respective preferences. 

The entwinement of methodological controversies and ideological 
cleavages is nothing new in international relations. At least two of the 
great debates that have characterized the evolution of the discipline — 
the “idealism v. realism” debate of the interwar period, and the 
“positivism v. postpositivism” debate of the 1980s — displayed a 
rather obvious left-right pattern. The right generally lined up with 
the realists and the positivists, whereas the left aligned itself with the 
idealists and the postpositivists. Admittedly, the “traditionalism 
v. scientism” debate of the 1950s and 1960s is more difficult to decode 
using a left-right framework, which only confirms the notion that 
methodological issues transcend politics. At the same time, however, 
it is important to consider that there is no unanimity on the status of 
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the “traditionalism v. scientism” debate in the history of international 
relations. Indeed, some experts suggest that this controversy had no 
bearing on the “substantive aspects of the subject matter of inter- 
national politics,” and thus regard it as a “pseudo-debate.” !°' 

In the end, the left-right cleavage in international relations very 
much concerns the way scholars represent the social relations that 
define their own community. Typically, the right has a more con- 
sensual, and the left a more conflictual view of the situation. In his 
1999 International Studies Association (ISA) presidential address, 
Michael Brecher, for instance, proposed a clearly non-politicial vision 
of the field, which he described as a “mature social science discipline.” 
Skeptical toward pluralism, he maintained that “continuing fratricides 
among paradigms and methodologies” could lead to the implosion of 
international relations theory. According to Brecher, not only should 
“synthesis in every facet of the field” be a goal in itself, but “it would 
also enhance our contribution to society, especially to foreign policy 
and national security decision-makers.”'°” When Steve Smith pre- 
sented his own ISA presidential speech a few years later, the tone 
was markedly different. Adopting a normative stance open to a variety 
of theoretical positions, he claimed that “there is no view from 
nowhere,” and that academic perspectives are always linked to social 
forces. In his critical analysis, Smith further argued that the discipline 
of international relations had “effectively served as a handmaiden 
to Western power and interests.”'°* Brecher and Smith held the same 
prestigious post, but stood for quite distinct values. There is little 
doubt as to where each one can be located in the left-right spectrum. 

The left-right opposition enlightens our understanding of inter- 
national relations theory because it helps historicize the debates of 
the discipline and clarify their political meaning. Such added value 
is particularly welcome because it encourages dialog and _ bridge- 
building among international relations, comparative politics, political 
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philosophy, and other social sciences. From a more applied perspec- 
tive, the left-right distinction also has the potential to open up a fertile 
research program within constructivism. This theoretical approach is 
indeed defined by the importance it ascribes to ideas in world politics. 
Yet constructivists have to date paid relatively little attention to the 
ideologies that actually shape international relations. Global in scope, 
the left-right framework undoubtedly offers a useful approach to 
closing this gap, as well as being a core instrument in the elaboration 
of a grammar of international discourse. 


Conclusion 


The left-right metaphor does not explain everything. The politics of 
identity, the war on terrorism, and the global environmental debate 
have cultural and sociological foundations that are certainly distinct 
from the opposition between progressive and conservative ideas or 
forces. Identity politics, for instance, is anchored in deep psycho- 
logical perceptions about a person’s sense of belonging. Both the war 
on terrorism and the global environmental debate have to do, as well, 
with the interests of states. Still, each of these debates is undeniably 
fashioned and constructed as an opposition between the left and the 
right. Without this distinction, it would in fact be very difficult to 
comprehend these contemporary conflicts. In that sense, the left-right 
metaphor is truly the core currency of political exchange. 

Political science and international relations scholarships are also 
shaped and defined by this ubiquitous opposition. In his recent survey 
of the social sciences, Peter Hall makes this connection transparent by 
noting that his colleagues have experienced their “own version of the 
culture wars, sparked by the imperial ambitions of those who seem to 
hope that rational choice analysis will provide a new master social 
science.”'°* In both political science and international relations, 
scholars are indeed divided over methodology, epistemology, and 
relevance, and these divisions fundamentally reflect in sophisticated 
ways the enduring opposition between conservatives and progressives. 
Obviously, these divisions — or the widespread agreement to disagree — 
are there to stay. Scholars would be well advised, however, to acquire 
a better understanding of their differences, and to gain, as Theodore 
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Lowi suggested, “a clear and critical consciousness of political con- 
sciousness.” 

Charles Lindblom, who has devoted much of his work to under- 
standing the role of knowledge in democratic politics, provides 
encouraging considerations with respect both to the ubiquity of the 
left-right opposition in political life, and to its prevalence in the social 
sciences. In a democracy, Lindblom argues, people “cannot think 
successfully about their volitions if they regard themselves as unique. 
Instead, they look for clues in the situations, attitudes, and beliefs of 
others whom they regard as like themselves.” At the same time, 
“sovernments cannot respond to millions of diverse volitions... - 
problem solving requires that people move their volitions toward 
clusters of agreement.”!°° The left and right “clusters of agreement” 
certainly do a good job in helping people think with others, and in 
forcing governments to take notice. Most importantly, in our age of 
global politics, this universal metaphor helps to link people across 
time and space, and over a broad range of issues. In other words, the 
left-right opposition makes global politics intelligible. As for social 
scientists, they have to come to terms with the fact, which may not 
be so disturbing after all, that they partake, too, in this global debate. 
“The waters,” Lindblom notes, “are less dangerous than they appear, 
for social scientists have never sailed in any other waters and are still 
afloat. They have always been partisan.” !°° 
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Conclusion 


Politics involves distinct social mechanisms, which cannot be ade- 
quately captured by the sociological notions of structure and culture, 
or by the economic concepts of rational choice and equilibrium. Some 
political actions are driven by social norms, and others by utilitarian 
calculations, but political life always contains an additional dimen- 
sion: communication. Political scientists sometimes convey this dis- 
tinction by speaking of a logic of arguing that exists alongside a 
sociological logic of appropriateness (norms) and an economic logic 
of consequentialism (utility). When they argue, social actors can 
challenge prevailing norms and the dominant rationality, and trans- 
form society as they communicate and deliberate.’ Economist Albert 
Hirschman once made a similar distinction by contrasting the market, 
where one exercised choice through “exit” — by not buying — and pol- 
itics, where “voice” and protest were the prevailing modes of oper- 
ation.” Likewise, Jon Elster distinguished the market, where private 
preferences were expressed through purchases, and the forum, where 
an open and public conversation brought people to determine together 
the common good and the meaning of social justice.* 

This deliberative dimension of politics is perfectly captured by the 
left-right opposition. Whereas the core concepts of economics trans- 
late into an instrumental rationality that tends to “close off debate,”* 


Thomas Risse, “Constructivism and International Institutions: Toward 
Conversations across Paradigms,” in Ira Katznelson and Helen V. Milner (eds.), 
Political Science: The State of the Discipline, New York, W. W. Norton, 2002 
p. 602. 

Albert O. Hirschman, Exit, Voice and Loyalty: Responses to Decline in Firms, 
Organizations, and States, Cambridge, MA, Harvard University Press, 1970, p. 15. 
Jon Elster, “The Market and the Forum: Three Varieties of Political Theories,” 
in Jon Elster and Aanund Hylland (eds.), Foundations of Social Choice 
Theory, Cambridge University Press, 1986, pp. 103 and 111. 

* Theodore Lowi, “The State in Political Science: How We Become What We 
Study,” in James Farr and Raymond Seidelman (eds.), Discipline and 


231 


232 Left and Right in Global Politics 


the left-right division, understood as the core currency of political 
exchange, suggests instead that debates are unavoidable, inherent in 
political life, and foundational for democracy. 

Adding to the usual constructivist accounts, a focus on the left-right 
distinction also helps to see that there is a definite order to political 
debates. As explained in the first chapter, this order, which entails 
distinct conceptions of equality, emerged with democratic politics and 
gradually gained currency, to spread all over the world and encompass 
a wide range of questions and issues. The second chapter documents 
this ubiquity of the left and the right, and shows that people almost 
everywhere understand the distinction, and can locate themselves on a 
left-right continuum, in a manner that is consistent with their views 
about equality, the role of the state, and a host of related social values 
and attitudes. Only in authoritarian or newly democratic countries are 
these perceptions of left and right less focused, but the situation may 
be changing rapidly, as is suggested by the politics of Latin America in 
the 2000s. In international discourse, as Chapter 3 indicates, the same 
dichotomy can be found, and it organizes clearly opposed views of 
globalization, each side choosing to highlight certain facts and figures. 
Rarely used to analyze international relations, the left-right distinc- 
tion undoubtedly captures important differences that are at stake in 
the contemporary debates about world politics. 

The next chapters follow the evolution of this global ideological rift 
from the American Revolution in 1776 to the International Declaration 
on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples in 2006. Our survey is necessarily 
sketchy, because the objective was not to write a history of the left— 
right debate, but rather to explore the main dimensions of this uni- 
versal cleavage. Chapter 4 starts with the foundations, and explains 
how democracy, war and peace, capitalism and socialism, and the 
colonial enterprise were all interpreted and debated through the lens 
of left-right politics. Chapter 5 then takes a closer look at the postwar 
era of embedded liberalism. This era was indeed a good one for the 
left, which was largely able to impose its views of macro-economic 
management for full employment, of organized industrial relations, 
and of universal and generous welfare policies. Internationally, though, 
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the postwar period was one of high ideological left-right tensions, 
with the global confrontation between capitalism and socialism 
threatening the very fate of the earth, while the rise of an assertive 
and critical global South challenged the world’s core structures of 
power. 

As explained in Chapters 6 and 7, in the 1980s this tensed but 
apparently unsurpassable world order collapsed, to give place to an era 
dominated by market democracy and defined by a hegemonic neoliberal 
ideology, which reinstated the right’s priorities in both domestic and 
international politics. In the South as well as in the North, the left seemed 
in disarray, at best able to maintain the institutions and policies that 
it had fought to impose in the previous decades. Eventually, however, 
at the end of the 1990s, a new left emerged that accepted some of 
the tenets of neoliberalism and integrated them into a vision, which was 
in turn presented as a Third Way or as a new development consensus. 
The left remained the left, however, and the right was still the right. 

The debate between the two sides continued, not only over equality 
and development but, as we point out in Chapter 8, also over issues 
having to do with identity, terrorism, and the environment. Whatever 
the question, the main political actors interpreted it in the well- 
established language of left and right. Surprisingly perhaps, given the 
power of this ideological cleavage, political scientists remained reluc- 
tant to use the distinction as an analytical tool and, even more so, to 
apply it to their own debates and divergences. A fear of losing object- 
ivity may explain this reluctance. Yet the social sciences are always, 
by necessity, involved in political debates, and the best we can hope 
for is probably to be transparent about this social implication, which 
can in fact also be a source of pride. 


The late Michael Harrington was a rare species in American life. 
A committed social-democrat in a nation where the term “liberal” — 
which in Europe refers to people on the center-right — was used to 
paint those on the left-of-center as extremists, he denounced poverty 
and injustice, and fought for a country more preoccupied by equality 
and human emancipation than by economic growth and consumer- 
ism. Working in this rather hostile political environment, Harrington 
became acutely aware of the wide gap between the ideological uni- 
verses of the left and of the right. Yet, beyond the differences, he also 
saw a structured and reasoned conversation. “Every serious social 
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idea in the contemporary world,” he wrote in one of his last books, 
“leads a double life. This is not because some mysterious symmetry is 
at work, but because only a very limited number of changes have any 
significant chance of succeeding. So the Left and the Right necessarily 
explore a relatively narrow range of possible futures and, when they are 
serious, respond to the same reality in fundamentally different ways.”° 

Throughout this book, we have seen this structured conversation at 
work over a remarkable range of ideas, from the nineteenth-century 
workers’ right to vote to the contemporary claims of ethnic minorities 
to be recognized and treated as equal, and from the fight for socialism 
to the recent idea of a Global Compact. In a world where democratic 
politics seems hard-pressed to follow the rapid and global expansion 
of market forces, the universal prevalence of this language should 
be seen as a hopeful sign. The lack of cohesive and encompassing 
ideologies that can articulate the divergent expectations of citizens is 
indeed one of the most pressing problems of emerging democracies. 
Without a common currency to articulate differences, political debates 
tend to remain inchoate, and centered on personalities, images, and 
patronage.° Arguing collectively becomes difficult, and democratic 
deliberation is impaired. This book suggests that global politics is 
already endowed with such a common currency. This is good news for 
democracy, and good news for the world as well. 

Some readers will see our book as a political essay rather than a 
work of social science. Others will consider that in insisting so much 
on the left and the right, we condemn ourselves to a simplistic, 
ideological view of the world. This type of reaction — which is prob- 
ably unavoidable — raises the question of objectivity and relevance in 
the social sciences. In a manner that would nowadays seem quaint, 
Max Weber argued for universal aims in the social sciences, and sug- 
gested accordingly that “a correct scientific proof... must be acknow- 
ledged as correct even by a Chinese.” In spite of his politically incorrect 
language, Weber was right to think that the scientific enterprise 
required rigorous theoretical arguments and a respect for empirical 
evidence that could stand the test of critical inquiry. At the same time, 
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Weber recognized that, as social scientists, we always remain “cultural 
beings, endowed with the capacity and the will to take a deliberate 
attitude towards the world and to lend it significance.”’ 

We have tried to be as clear and as systematic as possible in our 
theoretical and empirical arguments. This work, however, like any other 
work in the social sciences, is not value-free. It is anchored in our own 
perspective, as political scientists informed by constructivism and as 
citizens of a small French-speaking society of North America. In under- 
lining the ubiquity of the left-right division, the book seeks to offer a 
better and more relevant interpretation of globalization, which connects 
the domestic and international politics of economic development and 
social justice. Its findings are not intended to be authoritative, purely 
neutral, or definitive. In the social sciences, argues Charles Lindblom in 
Usable Knowledge, the best we can hope for, and this is already much, is 
to enlighten, to improve our common understanding of the world.® 

The book is unlikely to be received in the same way on the right and 
on the left. If the comments we have heard in formal and informal 
presentations of this material are representative, readers on the left 
will appreciate it more than people on the right. This is hardly sur- 
prising, because it is the right that usually claims that the left-right 
distinction is passé. Keen to stress the consensual rather than the 
conflictual dimensions of social life, and attached to a more “natural 
science” view of social inquiry, conservatives are likely to be ill-at-ease 
with a book that gives so much importance to the divisions that social 
actors and social scientists across the world have constructed around 
their divergent conceptions of equality. The left, on the contrary, 
usually sees the world as unequal, unable to achieve social justice, and 
mired in conflicts. Progressive readers will thus feel more at home with 
a book that stresses cleavages and debates. In the social sciences, 
explains Canadian political scientist Robert Cox, “theory is always 
for someone and for some purpose.”” As authors, we do not escape 
our categories. In the end, this book is undoubtedly of and for the left. 
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